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I am no spring chicken. This is the start of my sixth year on my 
community’s homeowners association board of directors – the 
second year as president. The neighborhood is in excellent 
financial shape, and we have some great new board members on 

the team for 2014. Our success is due to strategies that we executed 
a couple of years ago, and it got me thinking about what else I have 
learned over the years as a board member

Tips to help you blossom as a new community  
association board member

Serving on the Board is a great way to meet your neighbors and 
support your neighborhood. Even if you pay a community association 
management company, your community still requires volunteers to 
manage the neighborhood and represent the residents’ best interests. 

Since I am a Certified Public Accountant (“CPA”) with expertise in 
community associations, I can see what clients and associations are doing, 
and share that with my fellow officers.  Here are six tips to help you thrive 
(or survive) on your community association’s board of directors:
•	 It	is	more	expensive	that	you	can	ever	imagine.	Running a commu-

nity takes a lot of money. Common area upkeep, amenity maintenance, 
property management, activities, and even insurance all eat up a decent 
amount of revenue.  

•	 It	does	not	have	 to	 take	 that	much	 time. Run your community like 
you would run a business. Set goals, prioritize activities, and limit debate. 
Purchase expertise when you need it, rather than learning how to be a civil 
engineer or CPA. 

•	 Fund	your	reserve	account. The reserve account is your savings account 
for future community needs, like replacing a pool, tennis courts, or parking 
lot. Ensure that you can maintain the same quality of community life 10+ 
years from now. 

•	 Get	 along	 with	 your	 fellow	 board	 members. You will have to deal 
with them each month as issues arise. Make sure that you make an effort 
to share the same focus and distance emotion from the business of the 
community. Your board meetings will be much shorter…

•	 Know	the	rules.	Every community has some sort of covenants, bylaws, 
and/or standards. Take the time now to familiarize yourself with the rules. 
You will save yourself a lot of hassle and wasted time. Covenants are a 
great sleeping aid so try reading them before bed.  

•	 Recruit,	recruit,	and	recruit. Never stop looking for volunteers for the 
board, committees, and project roles. Volunteers are always needed, and 
you never know when someone will resign. Be proactive rather than trying 
to play catch-up. 

Community association financials are like a garden — 
it takes patience and persistence to make everything 
flourish.

My firm provides tax prep and auditing services for a number of 
homeowner and community associations so I am not a typical board 
member. We are often called in after a problem has been identified, 
or during a major developer, board, or community association man-
agement transition. Here are six, top financial tips that I give to my 
community association clients and follow as President of my com-
munity’s association: 
•	 Create	a	new	budget	every	year.	Use last year only as a guide, since it 

may reflect a very different set of circumstances. As part of your planning 
process, review each budget line item and document reasons why you 
think expenses will go up or down. This will help future Board members 
understand your budget rationale. 

•	 Stick	 to	 your	 budget.	 As a board member, maintaining the budget is 
part of your fiduciary responsibility. Start projecting your year-end posi-
tion around mid-year so you can adjust spending if needed. Although it is 
tempting to overspend, do not do it. It is very difficult to catch up and may 
cause legal problems down the road. 

•	 Honor	thy	reserve	fund. This is not a slush fund. The reserve account is 
for future major repairs. Fund it regularly and do not shift money back to 
cover community operations. A reserve study will help you understand the 
timing and amount of those future repairs. If your reserve study is more 
than three years old, it may be time to commission a new one. 

•	 Maintain	adequate	operating	cash. It may take a few months to collect 
dues, but everyone wants to start spending budget dollars immediately. As 
a general rule, maintain 10% of your total budget as operating cash. As 
they say, “cash is king.” You do not want to run out.

•	 Understand	your	accounting	method. There are two types – cash and 
accrual. Cash basis is easier to understand and manage since you are focus-
ing on money as it is collected and spent. Accrual basis accounts for money 
before payments are received or made, which can be a little confusing 
since revenue and expenses will not necessarily match your cash balance.   

•	 Review	 the	 financials	 each	month.	Your treasurer should review the 
balance sheet and income statement with your community association 
manager or management company, then report at the monthly board 
meeting. This process is a great way to maintain open lines of communi-
cation between board members and managers, and it also minimizes the 
chance of year-end surprises. 

No winter lasts forever, no spring skips its turn, and 
no budget line item gets less expensive.

With a nod to author Hal Borland, we all try to cut costs wherever 
possible, but expenses tend to increase year after year. An assessment 
increase is one of the toughest decisions you may have to make as a 
board member. Do not sacrifice quality of life or quality of the facili-
ties to maintain your budget. At some future point, you will still have 
to raise the assessments, but by then the neglected maintenance can 
cause expenses to skyrocket. Make a good case and your neighbors 
will (begrudgingly) go along. 

We are all amateurs here
We were lucky to have board members last year with some com-

munity association management experience, but that is pretty rare. 
Normally, it is just a small group of neighbors trying to keep the 
community moving forward for the greater good. Whether you are 
on the board or working with the board, have patience and follow the 
golden rule – treat others as you would like to be treated. n
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“It may take a few months 
to collect dues, but everyone 
wants to start spending 
budget dollars immediately.”


