
 

 

COMMUNITY FOUNDATION 
STAFFING PATTERNS 

Community Foundation Research and Training Institute 
PO Box 86 

Grabill, IN  46741 
260-210-2977 

cfrtinstitute@gmail.com 
www.cfrti.com 

HOW MANY STAFF SHOULD I HAVE? 

mailto:cfrtinstitute@gmail.com


  

1 
HOW MANY STAFF SHOULD I HAVE?  

It’s a question that vexes every community foundation manager – when can I add an additional staff 
member?  As asset levels grow, the demands on staff time grow, as well.  And with growth in asset 
levels, the administrative fees needed to pay that new staff member will also increase.  When is the 
right time to add a staff member? 

This analysis uses information reported on the Form 990 to look at staffing levels of community 
foundations.  This approach is not perfect, but it’s what is available.i 

Let’s start with some basic information: 

• The 854 community foundations in the United States reported 8,062 staff members 
• Of those 854, 27 use Form 990 EZ so they do not report staff numbers 
• Of the remaining 827 community foundation, 144 (17%) report no paid staff members 
• The most common number of staff reported is 3, which was reported by 80 community 

foundations 
• The largest number of staff, 233, was reported by the Silicon Valley Community Foundation. 

Staffing Levels by Community Foundations Under $100 Million in Assets 
As new community foundations begin to grow, they will face, at each stage of their growth, the question 
of when to add new staff.  The chart below shows average asset levels broken down by number of 
staff.   

The data indicates that a community foundation averages about $6.3 million in assets before hiring their 
first paid staff member.  After that it appears that a new staff member is added each time $5-$8 million 
in assets are added, leading to a staffing headcount of around 12 when a community foundation’s 
assets reach $100 million. 

The number of staff is heavily influenced by the activities of the community foundation.  Most 
community foundations will start with staff to cover basic functions:  Management, finance and 
administration, grantmaking and the awarding of scholarships.  As assets grow the foundation might 
add staff dedicated to fund development; at a higher level, perhaps a staff member responsible for 
marketing and communication. 

Some community foundations may be overseeing significant community leadership projects, which may 
need dedicated staffing.  In other cases the foundation might have responsibility for significant physical 
structures, such as a building shared with other nonprofit organizations.  In that case, they may need to 
hire facilities management staff.  Finally, the challenges of managing a technologically connected office 
may lead a community foundation to hire staff dedicated to information technology. 
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Staffing Levels Beyond $100 Million in Assets 
As community foundation asset sizes reach levels above $100 million, it appears that economies of 
scale begin to take hold.   That is, a community foundation of $300 million does not appear to need 
twice the staff as a community foundation of $150 million. 

Of course, this depends on the fund mix of the foundation.  The need for staff is likely driven by the 
number of funds managed.  An increase in average fund size will not necessarily increase the need for 
new staff. 

Assume, for example, that the community foundation of $150 million has 150 funds, each with $1 
million in assets.  Now double the size to $300 million.  If the community foundation still has 150 fund, 
with each now holding $2 million in assets, there is probably no need for additional staffing.  But if the 
average fund size remains at $1 million, and the community foundation now has twice as many funds 
(300), the demand for staff to service 
those funds increases. 

We can see this in the chart showing 
average staffing levels by asset size.  
The average number of staff for 
community foundations with assets 
between $150 and $300 million is 21.  
But for community foundations with 
assets between $300 and $500 million, 
the average staffing is 31.  Thus, more 
than doubling the asset level does not 
translate into the need to double the number of staff.ii 
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The chart above shows staffing levels for community foundations between $100 and $500 million in 
assets.  It’s interesting to note the variation – some are below ten staff, some approaching 50.  The 
number of staff tends to grow, but not dramatically.   

The economies of scale lesson bears repeating.  Gifts added to existing funds will probably not lead to 
a need for increased staffing.  The addition of many new funds probably will lead you to needing to add 
staff.  As you prepare your development plans, this should be taken into consideration. 

 

Other Observations on Community Foundation Staffing Levels 
We dug deeper into the data to try to see if we could find any other indicators to help us understand 
community foundation staffing levels. 

Does a higher reliance on donor advised funds lead to the need for more staff?  We tested the 
idea that a community foundation with a high level of donor advised funds would need more staff.  The 
reason would be that a donor advised fund requires a certain level of continual stewardship with the 
donor and their family.   

We found some evidence that reliance on donor advised funds leads to the need for more staff – but it 
was not overwhelming.  We split community foundation with assets between $50 and $400 into two 
categories:  Those whose asset mix was greater than 40% donor advised funds, and those with less 
than 40%.  We found a slightly higher level of staff in the first category – an average staff size of 19.2 
for foundations with more than 40% in donor advised funds, versus 17.6 for those below 40%.  Not 
conclusive by any means, but certainly a factor to take into consideration as you grow. 
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As foundations grow, do they focus more heavily on fund development staff?  As a foundation 
grows, we tested the idea that they would use the growth to hire more fund development staff.  The 
theory would be that the growth would produce the fee income needed to bring on development staff, 
which would translate into even higher asset levels. 

This question was trickier to test, as it required looking at community foundation websites and not 
relying on the Form 990.  We looked at a random sample of community foundations between $100 
million and $500 million in assets.   

We could find no indication that community foundations hired more development staff as they grew.  In 
fact, it looks like larger foundations tend to hire staff related to their community leadership function.  
That is, the community foundation may be the catalyst for a program which addresses a local need 
(such as literacy or an arts program) and the community foundation hires staff to oversee those 
programs. 

A Final Thought on Adding New Staff 
We all hope that your asset growth is a continual, uninterrupted annual growth.  But the fact is that 
stock market downturns can and do occur.  You could have great development results, but if the stock 
market drops 20% your administrative fee level will drop, as well.  You can cushion yourself against 
these downturns by making sure you have a healthy cash balance in your administrative fund,  

 

 

 

 

 

 

i The Form 990 will have a tendency to overstate the number of staff at a community foundation.  If, for example, 
you have a headcount of 5, but in mid-year you replace a staff member, you should report 6 as the number of 
staff.  That’s because 6 names will be reported on your Form W-3, Transmittal of Wage and Tax Statement. 
ii Increasing asset size does not necessarily have to lead to staff growth.  The Youngstown Foundation, for 
example, manages over $100 million in assets with just three staff members. 
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