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Strategic Philanthropy in Focus: Legacy Giving, Donor-Advised
Funds, and the Future of Charitable Impact

By Shelby Wirick, AIF®, Financial Advisor, Sonoma Wealth Advisors

American philanthropy is entering a period of unprecedented scale and sophistication.
Total U.S. charitable giving reached an estimated $617.2 billion in 2025, the highest level
ever recorded.” Two of the fastest-growing forces behind that rise are legacy gifts and
donor-advised funds (DAFs), vehicles that let donors give not only generously but
deliberately, with attention to timing, structure, and tax treatment. For individuals and
families with significant assets, these tools offer more than tax efficiency. They provide a
structured way to translate personal values into lasting community impact, often across
generations. This paper examines the current state of charitable giving nationally, the
mechanics and momentum behind legacy giving and donor-advised funds, and how these
trends appear locally in the Bay Area and Sonoma County, one of Northern California's
most active philanthropic and nonprofit communities.

Introduction

Charitable giving in the United States has grown steadily even through periods of economic
uncertainty. What has changed is not only the amount being given but the way it is being
given. Donors who once wrote an annual check are increasingly working through planned
gifts and dedicated charitable accounts, structures that separate the decision to give from
the decision about where the money ultimately goes.

That shift has consequences for donors, for the nonprofits that depend on them, and for the
advisors, attorneys, and accountants who help coordinate the two. This paper looks at the
data behind the shift, then narrows the lens to the region SWA serves.

1. The Landscape of American Philanthropy Today

According to Giving USA's most recent figures, individuals contributed an estimated $394.2
billion in 2025, remaining the single largest source of charitable dollars in the country.
Within the national total, planned gifts made through a will or estate plan reached
approximately $62.19 billion, a 19.7 percent increase over the prior year.

That growth is notable because bequest giving has historically been remarkably stable. For
four decades, bequests have represented between 7 percent and 9 percent of total U.S.
charitable giving."



Stability over decades, combined with recent acceleration, suggests legacy giving is not a
passing trend but a structural feature of how American donors, particularly those with
significant assets, choose to give.
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Source: Giving USA Foundation. (2025, 2026). Giving USA: The Annual Report on Philanthropy. ™

2. Legacy Giving: Extending Impact Beyond a Lifetime

Legacy giving, also called planned giving, is charitable giving arranged during a donor's
lifetime but typically realized later, most often through a will, a living trust, a beneficiary
designation, or a charitable trust. Because these gifts draw on accumulated assets rather
than annual disposable income, they tend to be significantly larger than a donor's typical
yearly contribution, and they allow donors to support causes at a scale that may not be
practical during their lifetime.

Growth and Scale

The average charitable gift increased by 15 percent in 2024 alone, and interest in planned
gifts is rising across age groups, including among donors in their twenties and thirties who
are beginning to formalize estate plans earlier than prior generations.”!

The size of a typical bequest also varies meaningfully by cause area.

Average bequest size by cause area

Cause area Approximate average bequest

Education ~$70,000
Animals and wildlife ~$43,600
Civil rights ~$34,00
Health, humanitarian, and religious $20,000-$30,000 2

Source: FreeWill, 2025 Planned Giving Report.?



Why It Matters to Nonprofits

Legacy gifts tend to come from a nonprofit's most loyal supporters. Donors often have a
giving history with the organization spanning many years, a pattern that underscores how
legacy conversations typically grow out of long-term relationships rather than one-time
solicitations.? For nonprofits, that makes legacy gifts a source of durable, often unrestricted
capital, the kind that can fund endowments, capital projects, and multi-year initiatives
insulated from any single year's market conditions or fundraising climate.

"Legacy conversations typically grow out of long-term relationships rather than one-time
solicitations.”

— Chris Sipes. CFP®, AIF®, CEPA®, NSSA®, Managing Partner & CCO, Sonoma Wealth Advisors

3. Donor-Advised Funds: A Fast-Growing Philanthropic Vehicle

A donor-advised fund is a charitable giving account opened through a sponsoring
organization, typically a financial institution, a public charity, or a community foundation.
The donor contributes assets, receives a tax deduction in the year of the contribution, and
then recommends grants to qualified charities over time.* Assets in the account can be
invested while they wait, and any growth generally accrues within the charitable account
rather than to the donor, until the donor advises the sponsor on which organizations
should receive grants and when.®! DAFs have moved from a niche estate-planning tool into
one of the most significant forces in American philanthropy.

Donor-advised funds differ from private foundations in ways that many donors find easier
to navigate. They are generally more cost-effective and carry a lighter administrative
burden: there is no separate legal entity to form and no annual information return for the
donor to file, because the sponsoring organization handles reporting. They are less
complex to establish, they offer more privacy since grants can be made anonymously, and
they are not subject to the minimum annual distribution requirement that applies to
private foundations.[”! Those differences are a large part of why DAFs have grown as quickly
as they have.

2024 DAF Data at a Glance

According to the Annual DAF Report 2025, produced by the Donor Advised Fund Research
Collaborative using IRS Form 990 data from 1,485 DAF sponsors nationwide, every major
DAF metric grew substantially in fiscal year 2024.™

*Not all contributions will result in a deduction and deductions may be limited by tax implications.



e Total charitable assets held in DAFs: $326.45 billion, up 27.5 percent year over year

e Contributions into DAFs: $89.64 billion, up 37.3 percent

e Grants distributed from DAFs to charities: $64.89 billion, up 19.0 percent

e DAF payout rate: 25.3 percent, more than triple the 8 percent payout rate reported for
private foundations

e Average DAF account size: $91,611, up 7.8 percent

e Total number of individual DAF accounts nationally: approximately 3.56 million

Over the five years from 2020 to 2024, the number of DAF accounts grew at a compound
annual rate of 22.7 percent, while total DAF assets grew at a compound annual rate of 18.5
percent, nearly doubling since 2020.5

Total charitable assets held in donor-advised funds, FY2024, up 27.5%

$326'45B year over year

DAF payout rate in FY2024, more than triple the 8% reported for private

25‘3% foundations

3.56M Individual DAF accounts nationally

Source: Donor Advised Fund Research Collaborative. (2025). Annual DAF Report 2025 (fiscal year 2024 data, drawn from IRS Form 990 filings of 1,485 DAF sponsors).?

DAFs in Practice

The scale of a single major sponsor illustrates this momentum. National Philanthropic
Trust, one of the largest independent DAF sponsors in the country, granted $6.61 billion to
more than 48,000 charitable organizations in fiscal year 2025, a 20 percent increase in
grant value and a 25 percent increase in grant volume over the prior year. Two-thirds of
those grants were unrestricted, giving recipient nonprofits flexibility to direct funds where
they are needed most, and unrestricted giving through the fund grew 72 percent year over
year.k

For donors, DAFs offer a combination of simplicity, flexibility, and speed. Contributions can
be invested while the donor decides which causes to support, and grants can be
recommended at whatever pace the donor chooses. That stands in contrast to the more
rigid structure, higher cost, and heavier administrative burden of establishing a private
foundation. As with any invested account, the value of assets held in a DAF will fluctuate,
and investment growth is not guaranteed.



4. Regional Spotlight: Philanthropy in the Bay Area and Sonoma County

Charitable giving patterns vary widely by region, and the San Francisco Bay Area
consistently stands out as one of California's most philanthropically active. An analysis of
IRS county-level tax data found that six of California's ten most generous counties, ranked
by the share of tax returns itemizing charitable contributions, are in the Bay Area.P

Bay Area Counties Ranked by Charitable Giving

County Statewide rank Notable data point

Marin #1 23.5% of returns itemized charitable gifts, the highest in California
San Mateo #2 18.0% of returns itemized charitable gifts

Santa Clara #3 Among the top four counties statewide

Contra Costa #4 17.9% of returns itemized charitable gifts

San Francisco #7 Not reported

Alameda #10 Not reported

Source: SmartAsset county-level analysis of IRS Statistics of Income data, as reported by Bay Area Nonprofits.”

For context, only 9.28 percent of California tax returns statewide itemized charitable
contributions, with donations averaging roughly 1.23 percent of income. Marin County
alone gives at more than double the state's typical participation rate. California ranks 37th
nationally on WalletHub's broader charitable-behavior index, which also factors in
volunteering, despite ranking 5th nationally in raw dollars donated.® That gap underscores
how much of the state's giving activity, proportionally, is concentrated in the Bay Area.

Six of California’s ten most generous counties are in the Bay Areal’!

Sonoma County's Nonprofit Ecosystem

Sonoma County supports a large and well-resourced nonprofit sector. The county is home
to more than 3,080 registered nonprofit organizations, which together report more than $2
billion in combined annual revenue. The county's 100 largest nonprofits alone raised an
estimated $1.2 billion in their most recent reporting years, spanning health care, human
services, education, arts, and the environment.”!

Community Foundation Sonoma County, the county's primary philanthropic hub, has
granted more than $300 million to local causes since its founding in 1983 and currently
manages more than $231 million in charitable assets across hundreds of donor funds.!
More broadly, San Francisco ranks among the top major U.S. metro areas for concentration
of locally focused nonprofits, trailing only Boston among metro areas with more than one
million residents.”” That reflects a regional culture where philanthropic infrastructure is
unusually dense.



3’080_'_ Registered nonprofit organizations based in Sonoma County

Raised by Sonoma County's 100 largest nonprofits in their

$1.2B

most recent reporting years

M Granted to local causes by Community Foundation Sonoma
$300 + County since 1983

Sources:
The Press Democrat. (2023). What are Sonoma County's 100 largest nonprofit organizations?”
Community Foundation Sonoma County. Organizational history and public financial filings.’?

5. Strategic Considerations for Donors

For donors with significant assets, the choice of giving vehicle can shape both the impact
of a gift and its role within a broader estate plan. Common strategies worth discussing with
an advisor include the following.

e Charitable bequests. Naming a nonprofit in a will or living trust is often the simplest way
to make a significant legacy gift.

e Donor-advised funds. These pair a tax deduction in the year of the contribution with the
flexibility to recommend grants over time.

e Charitable remainder and charitable lead trusts. These structures can provide income to
the donor or their heirs while ultimately benefiting a charity, or the reverse, depending
on how the trust is designed.

e Gifts of appreciated assets. Contributing long-held stock, real estate, or business
interests directly can reduce capital gains exposure compared with selling the asset first
and donating the cash proceeds.

e Beneficiary designations. Naming a charity as a full or partial beneficiary of a retirement
account or life insurance policy is often among the most tax-efficient ways to give.

Each of these carries distinct tax, legal, and administrative implications, and the right
combination depends on a donor's overall financial picture, family goals, and timeline. This
overview is intended to introduce the landscape of options. It is not a recommendation of
any single approach, and it does not take any individual's circumstances into account.

6. Conclusion: Building a Legacy That Lasts

The data points in a consistent direction. Charitable giving in the United States is growing,
legacy gifts and donor-advised funds are leading that growth, and the Bay Area, including
Sonoma County, remains one of the country's most philanthropically engaged regions. For

6



donors thinking beyond this year's gift toward the legacy they want to leave, the
combination of a strong regional giving culture and increasingly flexible giving
vehicles creates a meaningful opportunity to align personal values, family goals,
and long-term impact.

Every donor's situation is different, and the strategies outlined in this paper carry
distinct tax, legal, and financial implications. We encourage you to discuss your
specific goals with your estate planning attorney, CPA, and financial advisor to
determine the approach best suited to your circumstances.

If you are weighing a bequest, considering a donor-advised fund, or thinking about how charitable
giving fits into your broader estate plan, we welcome the conversation.

Contact Sonoma Wealth Advisors to schedule a conversation —

Note: This material is for informarional and educational purposes only and does nor constirute financial, legal, or tax advice. It should not be relied upon as the basis

for any investment or planning decision. Please consult a qualified financial, legal, or tax professional regarding your specific circumstances.
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For additional information, please visit https://www.sonomawealth.com, or click here to

book your complimentary Wealth Analysis.

Disclosures

Charitable giving strategies, including donor-advised funds, charitable trusts, and planned gifts,
involve legal, tax, financial, and administrative considerations that vary based on individual
circumstances. Tax deductions and other potential benefits are subject to applicable laws, eligibility
requirements, and limitations, which may change. Contributions to certain charitable vehicles may
be irrevocable, and donors may relinquish control over contributed assets. Investment returns are
not guaranteed, and charitable assets may decline in value. Individuals should consult qualified tax
and legal professionals before implementing a charitable giving strategy.

Fermata Advisors LLC is registered as an investment advisor with the SEC and only transacts
business in states where it is properly registered or is excluded or exempted from registration
requirements. This content was produced by Fermata Advisors, LLC, d/b/a Sonoma Wealth Advisors,
d/b/a Fermata 401k, d/b/a Fermata Tax, d/b/a Fermata Insurance. The opinions expressed by
Fermata Advisors, LLC are their own. Information presented is believed to be factual and up to date,
but we do not guarantee its accuracy, and it should not be regarded as a complete analysis of the
subjects discussed. A professional advisor should be consulted before implementing any of the
options presented. Information presented is for educational purposes only and does not intend to
make an offer or solicitation for the sale or purchase of any specific securities, investments, or
investment strategies. Investments involve risk and unless otherwise stated, are not guaranteed.
Information expressed does not take into account your specific situation or objectives, and is not
intended as recommendations appropriate for any individual. Viewers and listeners are encouraged
to seek advice from a qualified tax, legal, or investment adviser to determine whether any
information presented may be suitable for their specific situation. Past performance is not indicative
of future performance. SWA research refers to internal review of third-party sources listed above.
SWA has not conducted proprietary empirical research on the topics discussed.
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