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April 1, 2017 
 

IRS Complaint Process for Tax Exempt Organizations 
 
The Internal Revenue Service gives serious consideration to complaints about the activities of 
nonprofit organizations, especially those alleging an organization is carrying on activities that are 
outside the scope of their exempt purpose. Organizations found to be operating outside of their 
exempt purpose(s) and who have not voluntarily reported the activity can be sanctioned. Most often 
this involves a financial fine and having to prepare and file one or more returns. Some charities can 
find themselves reclassified as private foundations. And in rare cases charities have had their tax-
exempt status revoked. 

Most churches and religious organizations will probably never have to face an examination or ever 
be questioned about the practices.  But it has been known to happen and generally occurs when the 
organization finds itself at odds with their local community for one reason or another.  Challenges 
have been known to occur, for example, when a church or pastor speaks out on behalf of a particular 
political candidate.  At other times churches and ministries have found themselves having to defend 
their actions when a new outreach ministry is not particularly appealing to their neighbors (think 
homeless shelter, skateboard park, rehabilitation center, etc.). Even the simple act of being associated 
with others (i.e. an attorney or CPA under examination for filing fraudulent returns for a client) can 
and sometimes leads to your organization coming under scrutiny.  Still others have found themselves 
having to defend their ministry when attempting to add or renovate facilities on their campus. But 
whatever the reason it is important to know that IRS has established a formal process, complete with 
a special form that can be used to initiate a complaint against any charitable organization. 

The responsibility for reviewing and administering these complaints rests with the Exempt 
Organizations (EO) division. A complaint (also called a referral) is any communication alleging that 
a tax-exempt organization is in potential noncompliance with the tax law. EO will accept complaints 
from the general public, members of Congress, federal and state government agencies, and from 
other parts of the IRS. 

Filing a Complaint 

Filing a complaint is easy. All an individual has to do is go to the IRS website, complete Form 
13909, Tax-Exempt Organization Complaint (Referral Form) and submitted to the IRS. 

The form can be submitted in a variety of ways. They can be sent via: 

• Mail to IRS EO Referrals, Mail Code 4910DAL, 1100 Commerce St., Dallas, TX 75242-
1198, 

• Fax to 214-413-5415, or 

• Email to eoclass@irs.gov. 

 

All referrals are sent to analysts at the EO Referrals Office. After a referral is made, the IRS will send 
an acknowledgement letter to complainant, unless it was made anonymously letting them know the 
complaint has been received and is under review. 

 

https://www.irs.gov/pub/irs-pdf/f13909.pdf
mailto:eoclass@irs.gov


_________________________________________ 
1825 Hamilton Ave, San Jose, CA 95125      Phone: 408-568-0649     E-mail: info@cmanational.org 

 

If the IRS decides to initiate an examination, the complainant will never know because the IRS is 
prohibited by law from disclosing such information or the results of any examination. Therefore, the 
IRS cannot communicate with the original source of a referral beyond the acknowledgement letter. 

An experienced EO revenue agent then performs a technical analysis of the allegation made on the 
referral to determine if action is warranted. To be considered “warranted” the revenue agent must 
determine that the facts create a reasonable belief that the allegations may be true when considered 
fairly and in light of other reliable information. 

The reviewing EO agent will decide one of the following: 

• The information does not warrant further action. In this case, the agent inputs information, 
including rationale, into the database and closes the referral. 

• The referral relates to activities that should be considered at a future date. The agent 
documents the database and schedules the appropriate date to re-evaluate the information. 

• The referral contains characteristics that require it to be forwarded to a committee of career 
EO managers and agents. This committee evaluates referrals monthly – more often in some 
circumstances – and decides whether to proceed with an examination. The committee also 
applies the “reasonable belief” standard. 

• The information warrants an examination of the organization. The agent documents his or 
her decision and the reasons for it in the database. The information item then becomes part of 
the examination file. 

If the process results in a decision to examine an organization, the EO Referrals Office will forward 
the case to a field group for assignment. Subsequently, a revenue agent will contact the organization 
and schedule an appointment to begin the examination. 
Again, it is important to understand that most churches and religious organizations may never find 
themselves having to respond to an inquiry. However, if the day comes when you find yourself 
having to do so, you will want to be sure that you have done everything possible on your end to 
ensure compliance with the laws applicable to your situation. If you think there could be areas of 
your ministry that might not hold up under scrutiny, now is the time to do something about it. Better 
the embarrassment of having to own up to a problem internally than to have it disclosed publically. 
 
 
 
________________________________________ 
DISCLAIMER 
 
This material is presented with the understanding that the author is providing basic information only, and assumes 
no liability whatsoever in connection with its use.  Any tax advice contained in any correspondence or other 
communication from us is not intended or written by us to be used, and cannot be used by you or anyone else, for the 
purpose of avoiding penalties imposed by the Internal Revenue Code.  Tax laws are constantly changing, are subject 
to differing interpretations, and the facts and circumstances in any particular situation may not be the same as those 
presented here.  Therefore, we urge you to do additional research and make sure that you are fully informed and 
knowledgeable before using the information contained herein. 


