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Project Background

In late 2017, Community Foundation Sonoma County and Napa Valley Community Foundation 

engaged the Center for Effective PhilaŶthƌopǇ s͛ (CEP) Advisory Services to survey nonprofit 

organizations in Sonoma and Napa counties about the impact of, and their response to, the October 

2017 Northern California wildfires. The project goal is to learn about how local nonprofits have been 

affected, their immediate response services provided for fire survivors, the broader needs of the 

community, and any suggestions for recovery efforts.

The survey was divided into two main sections to learn about the immediate impact of and 

response to the wildfires in October through December 2017, and the anticipated changes and 

needs for organizations looking ahead to 2018.

Methodology and Report Materials

This report contains results of the 2018 Wildfire Response Survey for Community Foundation 

Sonoma County and Napa Valley Community Foundation.

In February and March of 2018, CEP surveyed 468 current and former grantees of Community 

Foundation Sonoma County and Napa Valley Community Foundation, and received 184 responses 

for a response rate of 39 percent. The survey invitation was sent to the executive director or 

president of each organization.

This report includes:

 Background and summary of findings

 Overall responses for all survey measures

 Key qualitative themes provided in two primary open-ended questions

INTRODUCTION
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Overall Summary

The majority of survey respondents (85 percent) report that their organization has been affected 

in some way by the October 2017 wildfires. Both quantitative and qualitative responses to the 

survey describe the most significant impact on their organizations as the disruption of their 

funding and/or services, as well as the direct effect of the fires on their staff, board, and donors. 

Respondents also report serving more individuals and/or adding additional services as a result of 

greater demand. 

The ĐoŵďiŶatioŶ of these faĐtoƌs suƌfaĐes a ĐoŶĐeƌŶ aďout ƌespoŶdeŶts͛ aďilities to ŵeet the 
current level of need in the community, while also sustaining their own organizations. The most 

pressing individual and community-wide needs reported by respondents are affordable housing 

development, financial assistance, mental health services, and community planning for recovery.

Impact on Organizations

For those affected by the fires, when asked about the impact on their organizations in October 

through December 2017, they most frequently report providing services to more individuals or 

organizations, having major donors or board members who lost or suffered damage to their 

home, and adding new services or projects.

In addition, nearly three-quarters of respondents report making some type of change to their 

year-end fundraising approach, most commonly adding fuŶdƌaisiŶg foƌ theiƌ oƌgaŶizatioŶ s͛ fiƌe 
recovery efforts. Just under half of respondents report a reduced level of funds raised in October 

through December 2017 compared to previous years, while in contrast a third of respondents 

report an increased level of funds raised.

When asked to comment about the most significant impact on their organization as a result of 

the fires, respondents most frequently mention loss/disruption of regular funding, disruption of 

normal programs or activities, or direct loss related to the fires.

Populations Served

Survey respondents most frequently select children and youth, low income individuals, and 

women as the populations served by their organization before and after the fires. When 

comparing specific populations served before and after the wildfires, respondents most 

frequently report shifting services toward people who are now homeless as a result of the fires 

and shifting services away from low income individuals. 

SUMMARY OF FINDINGS
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Individual and Community-Wide Needs

Emotional trauma, loss of housing or home damage, and loss of job, business, or equipment are 

the most frequently selected ways that individuals served by their organization have been 

impacted by the fires. Relatedly, respondents also select financial assistance, housing assistance, 

and mental health services as the most common needs for individuals served by their 

organization who have been impacted by the fires.

When asked which five populations they believe have been most impacted by the fires, 

respondents most frequently select people who are now homeless as a result of the fires, low 

income individuals, and uninsured/underinsured people. Affordable housing development, 

community planning for recovery/rebuilding, and mental health are reported as the most 

pressing community-wide needs related to fire-recovery efforts. 

Organization Changes and Needs for 2018

WheŶ asked aďout theiƌ oƌgaŶizatioŶs͛ ĐhaŶges aŶd Ŷeeds iŶ ϮϬϭϴ, ƌespoŶdeŶts most frequently 

select increasing the number of individuals or organizations served, increasing current services 

or projects to focus on fire recovery efforts, and adding new services or projects for fire recovery 

efforts as the anticipated changes for their organization as a result of the fires.

Attracting new sources of funding, maintaining funding from current sources, and growing 

earned revenue are the most frequently anticipated challenges for their organization in 2018 as 

a result of the fires. In addition, general operating support and capacity building support are 

selected as the most helpful potential types of support from local funders other than program 

grants.

Summary of Other Themes in Comments

When asked about any feedback they would like to share related to their experience applying for 

and/or receiving fire relief or recovery funds, many respondents express appreciation for the 

availability of these funds and also offer several suggestions. These suggestions mention a 

number of themes, including more clarity about whether organizations qualify to receive 

funding, considering other criteria when making funding decisions (e.g., loss of income/earned 

revenue), and more transparency about why certain organizations receive funding over others.  

In addition to echoing similar themes mentioned in other open-ended questions, when asked for 

any other suggestions or comments respondents describe appreciation for the strength they 

witnessed in their communities, as well as their ability to come together during challenging 

times. They also provide praise for the work already done by local funders, and ask for ongoing 

openness and transparency as recovery efforts continue.

SUMMARY OF FINDINGS (2)
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ORGANIZATIONS AFFECTED BY THE WILDFIRES

Number of Organizations Affected

The majority of survey respondents, 85 percent, report that their organization has been 

affected in some way by the October 2017 wildfires. The 15 percent of respondents who report 

that their organization has not been affected skipped to the Community Needs section of the 

survey.

7

͞If Ǉour orgaŶizatioŶ has Ŷot ďeeŶ affeĐted ďǇ the ǁildfires iŶ aŶǇ 
ǁaǇ, please seleĐt the optioŶ ďeloǁ to skip ahead.͟
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IMPACT ON ORGANIZATIONS

Effect on Organizations

When asked about the effect on their organization during October through December 2017, 

survey respondents most frequently report providing services to more individuals or 

organizations, having major donors or board members who lost or suffered damage to their 

home, and adding new services or projects as a result of the wildfires.

Respondents least frequently report having staff members leave the organization or having

damage to facilities or equipment.

͞As a result of the ǁildfires, iŶ OĐtoďer through DeĐeŵďer ϮϬϭϳ did Ǉour 
orgaŶizatioŶ:͟
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IMPACT ON ORGANIZATIONS

Change to Fundraising Approach

Nearly three-quarters of survey respondents report making some type of change to their 2017 

year-end fundraising approach, with the most common change being to add fundraising for 

theiƌ oƌgaŶizatioŶ s͛ fiƌe ƌeĐoǀeƌǇ effoƌts.

͞Hoǁ, if at all, did Ǉour orgaŶizatioŶ ĐhaŶge Ǉour Ǉear-end fundraising approach 

as a result of the ǁildfires?͟ 
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IMPACT ON ORGANIZATIONS

Fundraising Results

Just under half of survey respondents report a reduced level of funds raised in October through 

December 2017 compared to previous years, while in contrast a third of respondents report an 

increased level of funds raised.

͞Hoǁ did Ǉour orgaŶizatioŶ’s OĐtoďer through DeĐeŵďer ϮϬϭϳ fuŶdraisiŶg 
results Đoŵpare to preǀious Ǉears?͟ 
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Impact on Capacity, Services, and Operations

When asked about the most significant impact on their organization as a result of the fires, 

respondents most frequently mention loss/disruption of regular funding, disruption of normal 

programs or activities, or direct loss related to the fires.

IMPACT ON ORGANIZATIONS

͞What has ďeeŶ the ŵost sigŶifiĐaŶt iŵpaĐt oŶ Ǉour orgaŶizatioŶ’s ĐapaĐitǇ, serǀiĐes, or 
operatioŶs as a result of the fires?͟

Note: The table above includes the most frequently-ŵeŶtioŶed iŵpaĐts oŶ ƌespoŶdeŶts͛ oƌgaŶizatioŶs. Foƌ a 
full list of comments provided by survey respondents, please see the attached supplementary attachment of 

responses to open-ended survey questions.
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Most Frequently Mentioned Impacts

Loss/Disruption of Regular Funding (N=30)

• ͞Loss of fuŶdiŶg foƌ oŶgoiŶg seƌǀiĐes due to ƌegioŶal 
fuŶdƌaisiŶg that has ďeeŶ foĐused oŶ fiƌe ƌeĐoǀeƌǇ.͟

• ͞Majoƌ patƌoŶs lost theiƌ hoŵe oƌ theiƌ ďusiŶess ǁas 
affected so they declined to contribute [elsewhere]. 

Some moved out of the area. Lost major sponsors due 

to fuŶds ďeiŶg diǀeƌted to fiƌe ƌeĐoǀeƌǇ effoƌts.͟
• ͞MaŶǇ doŶoƌs, ďoaƌd ŵeŵďeƌs... aŶd staff lost theiƌ 

homes. As a result, donations from these individuals, 

who are our best supporters, have declined while they 

seek to put theiƌ peƌsoŶal affaiƌs iŶ oƌdeƌ.͟
• ͞People ǁeƌe less geŶeƌous at ouƌ fuŶdƌaiseƌ.͟
• ͞We aƌe seeiŶg a deĐƌease iŶ fuŶdiŶg as it did Ŷot seeŵ 

appropriate to do our normal year-end campaign with 

the Ŷeed foƌ ďasiĐ ŶeĐessitǇ fuŶdiŶg iŶ the ĐoŵŵuŶitǇ.͟
• ͞...ƌeduĐtioŶ iŶ Ǉeaƌ eŶd gifts.͟
• ͞ReduĐtioŶ aŶd ƌediƌeĐtioŶ of ŵajoƌ doŶoƌ suppoƌt...͟
• ͞We had to ŵoǀe ouƌ laƌgest fuŶdƌaiseƌ to a date iŶ 

ϮϬϭϴ ǁhiĐh gƌeatlǇ iŵpaĐted ouƌ Đash floǁ...͟

Disruption of Normal Programs or Activities (N=21)

• ͞StaŶdaƌd opeƌatioŶs aŶd pƌogƌaŵŵiŶg ǁas put oŶ hold 
until safety assessments could be completed and 

hazaƌds addƌess.͟
• ͞BǇ diƌeĐtlǇ pƌoǀidiŶg assistaŶĐe to fiƌe suƌǀiǀoƌs, ŵaŶǇ 

of our programs were put on hold during the Oct-Dec 

time frame, meaning we've been working from behind 

siŶĐe the staƌt of the Ǉeaƌ.͟
• ͞DisƌuptioŶ iŶ Ŷoƌŵal opeƌatioŶs due to staff losiŶg 

hoŵes.͟
• ͞Ouƌ pƌogƌaŵŵiŶg ǁas disƌupted foƌ tǁo ŵoŶths.͟

Direct Loss Related to Fires (N=21)

• ͞Oǀeƌ ϮϬϬ of ouƌ oƌgaŶizatioŶ's eŵploǇees lost theiƌ 
homes and this has disrupted their lives and impacted 

their ability to do their work as effectively as before 

due to all the stresses related to the loss, the moving, 

the iŶsuƌaŶĐe, the ĐoŶtƌaĐtoƌs, ĐhildƌeŶ's sĐhools, etĐ.͟
• ͞No poǁeƌ foƌ ϴ daǇs Đaused [loss of food].͟
• ͞Ouƌ oƌgaŶizatioŶ... lost Ŷot oŶlǇ all of ouƌ eƋuipŵeŶt 

aŶd pƌopeƌties ďut the aĐtual faĐilitǇ itself....͟
• ͞We lost the ŵaiŶ faĐilitǇ ǁe ǁoƌk out of.͟

Loss of Capacity or Staff Time (N=20)

• ͞The... ǁildfiƌes Đƌeated uŶpƌeĐedeŶted deŵaŶd oŶ 
ouƌ ĐapaĐitǇ, seƌǀiĐes aŶd opeƌatioŶs.͟

• ͞IŶĐƌeased ǁoƌkload foƌ pƌogƌaŵ, adŵiŶistƌatioŶ aŶd 
fundraising staff to address an increased demand for 

seƌǀiĐes...͟
• ͞The ŵoŶth to siǆ ǁeeks folloǁiŶg the fiƌes ƌeƋuiƌed a 

major outpouring of effort from our staff. This pushed 

off important work and there is still a slight feeling of 

ďeiŶg spƌead too thiŶ aŶd sĐƌaŵďliŶg to ĐatĐh up.͟
• ͞The ŵost sigŶifiĐaŶt iŵpaĐt the ǁildfiƌes haǀe had oŶ 

our organization's operations has been the amount of 

time and energy spent during the evacuation period 

and now in the post-fiƌe deďƌiefiŶg peƌiod.͟

Increased Demand for Services (N=19)

• ͞The fiƌes eǆaĐeƌďated the pƌoďleŵs ǁe ǁoƌk to 
addƌess aŶd highlighted the iŶeƋuitǇ.͟

• ͞GƌeatlǇ iŶĐƌeased deŵaŶd foƌ seƌǀiĐes, paƌtiĐulaƌlǇ 
housiŶg, Đase ŵaŶageŵeŶt, aŶd iŵŵigƌatioŶ.͟

• ͞SiŶĐe ǁe pƌoǀide seƌǀiĐes to ǀeƌǇ loǁ iŶĐoŵe adults 
and families we have had a large increase in the 

number of clients coming for services as a result of the 

fires. Our client number are more than 25% of what 

theǇ ǁeƌe ďefoƌe OĐtoďeƌ.͟
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POPULATIONS SERVED

Populations Served Before Wildfires

Respondents most frequently select children and youth, low income individuals, and women as 

the populations served by their organization before the wildfires. 

͞Please seleĐt all of the populatioŶs that ǁere serǀed ďǇ Ǉour orgaŶizatioŶ ďefore the 
ǁildfires.͟  
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POPULATIONS SERVED

Populations Served After Wildfires

Respondents also most frequently select children and youth, low income individuals, and 

women as the populations now served by their organization.  However, a smaller proportion of 

respondents now report serving each of those groups compared to before the fires.

͞Please seleĐt... all of the populatioŶs that are Ŷoǁ serǀed ďǇ Ǉour orgaŶizatioŶ.͟  
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POPULATIONS SERVED

Change in Populations Served

Overall, when comparing populations served before and after the wildfires, respondents most 

frequently report shifting services to people who are now homeless as a result of the fires, and 

shifting services from low income individuals. 

͞Please seleĐt all of the populatioŶs that ǁere serǀed ďǇ Ǉour orgaŶizatioŶ ďefore the 
ǁildfires, aŶd all of the populatioŶs that are Ŷoǁ serǀed ďǇ Ǉour orgaŶizatioŶ.͟  
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POPULATIONS SERVED

Impact on Individuals Served

Respondents most frequently select emotional trauma, loss of housing or home damage, and 

loss of job, business, or equipment as the ways individuals served by their organization have 

been impacted by the fires.

͞AŵoŶg the populatioŶs ĐurreŶtlǇ serǀed ďǇ Ǉour orgaŶizatioŶ, hoǁ haǀe these 
iŶdiǀiduals ďeeŶ iŵpaĐted ďǇ the ǁildfires?͟ 
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POPULATIONS SERVED

Needs of Individuals Impacted

Respondents most frequently select financial assistance, housing assistance, and mental health 

services as the needs for individuals served by their organization who have been impacted by 

the fires.

͞AŵoŶg the populatioŶs ĐurreŶtlǇ serǀed ďǇ Ǉour orgaŶizatioŶ, ǁhat Ŷeeds eǆist for 
iŶdiǀiduals ǁho haǀe ďeeŶ iŵpaĐted ďǇ the fires?͟ 
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Community Needs
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COMMUNITY NEEDS

Populations Most Impacted

When asked about the populations most impacted by the fires, respondents most frequently 

select people who are now homeless as a result of the fires, low income individuals, and 

uninsured/underinsured people.

͞Please seleĐt ǁhiĐh fiǀe populatioŶs Ǉou ďelieǀe haǀe ďeeŶ ŵost iŵpaĐted ďǇ 
the ǁildfires?͟ 
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COMMUNITY NEEDS

Most Pressing Community Needs

Respondents most frequently select affordable housing development, community planning for 

recovery/rebuilding, and mental health as the most pressing community-wide needs related to 

fire-recovery efforts. 

͞IŶ additioŶ to the iŶdiǀidual Ŷeeds Đoǀered earlier iŶ this surǀeǇ, ǁhat do Ǉou 
believe are the three most pressing community-wide needs related to fire-

reĐoǀerǇ efforts?͟ 
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Organization Changes and Needs for 2018
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ORGANIZATION CHANGES AND NEEDS FOR 2018

Anticipated Changes

WheŶ asked aďout theiƌ oƌgaŶizatioŶs͛ ĐhaŶges aŶd Ŷeeds iŶ ϮϬϭϴ, ƌespoŶdeŶts ŵost 
frequently select increasing the number of individuals or organizations served, increasing 

current services or projects to focus on fire recovery efforts, and adding  new services or 

projects for fire recovery efforts as anticipated changes for their organization. 

Coŵpaƌed to otheƌ ƋuestioŶs iŶ the suƌǀeǇ, a laƌgeƌ pƌopoƌtioŶ of ƌespoŶdeŶts seleĐted ͚DoŶ͛t 
kŶoǁ͛ as aŶ optioŶ foƌ the iteŵs ďeloǁ, iŶdiĐatiŶg at least soŵe uŶĐeƌtaiŶtǇ aďout futuƌe plaŶs.

͞Does Ǉour orgaŶizatioŶ aŶtiĐipate aŶǇ of the folloǁiŶg ĐhaŶges iŶ ϮϬϭϴ as a 
result of the ǁildfires?͟ 
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ORGANIZATION CHANGES AND NEEDS FOR 2018

Anticipated Challenges

Respondents most frequently select attracting new sources of funding, maintaining funding 

from current sources, and growing earned revenue as anticipated challenges for their 

organization in 2018 as a result of the fires.

͞Do Ǉou aŶtiĐipate aŶǇ of the folloǁiŶg ĐhalleŶges for Ǉour orgaŶizatioŶ iŶ 
ϮϬϭϴ as a result of the ǁildfires?͟ 
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26%

37%

37%

41%

47%

50%

59%

59%

62%

71%

72%

81%

0% 10% 20% 30% 40% 50% 60% 70% 80% 90%

Lack of facilities or physical workspace 

Developing and training current staff

Engaging my board of directors productively

Understanding the needs of new populations served 
by our organization

Attracting and retaining qualified staff

Working effectively with other local nonprofits

Meeting the demand for our services or programs

Maintaining our current earned revenue

Working effectively with local funders

Growing our earned revenue

Maintaining funding from current sources

Attracting new sources of funding

Anticipated Challenges in 2018



ORGANIZATION CHANGES AND NEEDS FOR 2018

Other Support from Funders

Respondents most frequently select general operating support and capacity building support as 

the most helpful potential types of support from local funders other than program grants.

͞IŶ additioŶ to poteŶtiallǇ proǀidiŶg graŶts for prograŵs serǀiŶg fire surǀiǀors, 
what other types of support from local funders would be most helpful to your 

organization in meeting the changes and challenges you anticipate facing in 

2018?͟ 
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8%

9%

9%

14%

22%

36%

38%

55%

67%

0% 10% 20% 30% 40% 50% 60% 70%

Other

Help with your evaluation efforts

Research and/or planning

Training or other resources to help you engage in 
policy and advocacy

Professional development for you and your 
colleagues

Assistance to help you collaborate with other 
nonprofits

Support for your infrastructure (e.g., 
building/renovation, equipment)

Capacity building support

General operating support

Most Helpful Support From Funders Other Than Program Grants



Respondent Characteristics

STAFF SIZE, OPERATING BUDGET, AND FUNDING RECEIVED

TYPE OF ORGANIZATION AND FOCUS

REGION(S) SERVED
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Organization Staff Size

Respondents to this survey report a median of 7 full time employees (Average = 66 FTE). The largest 

respondent reported 2,200 FTEs, and the smallest reported zero.

RESPONDENT CHARACTERISTICS

Total approximate number of staff at 

foundation (FTE)
Responses % of Total

0 to 5 73 44%

6 to 10 21 13%

11 to 25 30 18%

26 to 50 12 7%

51 to 100 9 5%

More than 100 21 13%
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Annual Operating Budget

The ŵediaŶ opeƌatiŶg ďudget of ƌespoŶdeŶts͛ oƌgaŶizatioŶs is $ϵϬϬ,ϬϬϬ ;Aǀeƌage = $ϳ.ϴMͿ. The 
smallest budget reported is $8,000, and the largest $300,000,000.

Annual operating budget Responses % of Total

Less than $100k 20 14%

$100k-250k 17 12%

$250k-500k 17 12%

$500k-1M 26 18%

$1-5M 42 29%

More than $5M 25 17%

Amount of Funding Received from Fire Recovery Funds

Nearly half of respondents report that they have not received funding from fire-recovery funds. Of 

those that have received funding, the median dollar amount received is $88,000 (Average = 

$890,000)

Item Number

No funding received 43%

Median (of those who received funding) $88,000

Average (of those who received funding) $890,000



Organization Type

The majority of respondents indicate representing a nonprofit organization. Faith-based 

organizations, schools/school districts, and government agencies in total represent 17% of the 

survey population.

RESPONDENT CHARACTERISTICS

Organization Type Responses % of Total

Nonprofit organization 146 83%

Faith-based organization 11 6%

School or school district 10 6%

Government agency 9 5%
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Organization Focus

RespoŶdeŶts ǁeƌe asked to desĐƌiďe theiƌ oƌgaŶizatioŶ s͛ foĐus. Oǀeƌ a thiƌd of ƌespoŶdeŶts͛ 
organizations focus on education, and just under a third focus on social services.

Organization Focus Responses % of Total

Education 63 36%

Social Services 54 31%

Other 47 27%

Arts & Culture 35 20%

Mental Health 33 19%

Advocacy 30 17%

Housing 24 14%

Healthcare 22 12%

Environment 17 10%

Animal Welfare 13 7%

Transportation 11 6%



Region(s) Served

When asked which primary region their organization serves, respondents most commonly report 

serving Sonoma county, particularly central Sonoma county.

RESPONDENT CHARACTERISTICS
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Region Responses % of Total

Central Sonoma County 107 61%

Northern Sonoma County 95 54%

South Sonoma County 90 51%

West Sonoma County 90 51%

Sonoma Valley 86 49%

City of Napa/South County 57 32%

Napa – Up Valley 51 29%



MISSION: To provide data and create insight so philanthropic funders can better define, assess, and 

improve their effectiveness – and, as a result, their intended impact.

VISION: We seek a world in which pressing social needs are more effectively addressed.

We believe improved performance of philanthropic funders can have a profoundly positive impact on 

nonprofit organizations and the people and communities they serve.

For more than a decade, CEP has led the movement to improve philanthropy through a powerful 

combination of dispassionate analysis and a passionate commitment to improving lives. Today, over 

ϯϬϬ fouŶdatioŶs haǀe used CEP͛s assessŵeŶts to gatheƌ hoŶest feedďaĐk fƌoŵ theiƌ stakeholdeƌs iŶ 
an effort to learn how to be even more effective. CEOs and trustees have come to rely on our 

research for insights into foundation effectiveness on a wide range of topics, from assessing 

performance to developing strategy to managing stakeholder relationships. Our highly regarded 

programming—including our biennial conference—gives foundation leaders an exclusive and 

unprecedented opportunity to connect with their peers.

CEP CONTACT INFORMATION

Austin Long, Director – Assessment and Advisory Services

(415) 423-3287

austinl@cep.org

Jordan Metro, Senior Analyst – Assessment and Advisory Services

(415) 655-4928

jordanm@cep.org
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