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Sonoma County’s occupancy rates stayed relatively stable  
amidst expansion in Sonoma County’s room offerings. The steady 
occupancy rate of approximately 64% for 2006 and 2007, along with 
the more than 1,000 rooms approved for construction, suggest a 
growing demand for Sonoma County room nights.  

Contributing to Sonoma County’s overall revenue growth are 
increases in the average daily rate. While rates vary greatly over the 
course of a year, on an annual basis 2007 represented a record high 
year for room rates, with the average daily inflation-adjusted rate at 
$127.40. This figure represents a 11.3% increase over 2006. 

Recent revenue per available room (RevPAR) data shows that room 
revenue in Sonoma County is growing at a rapid pace.  RevPar for  
Sonoma County grew from $74.20 in 2006 to $82 in 2007. This 
represents an inflation-adjusted growth of 10.4%. Preliminary data 
suggests that room revenue will grow nearly as quickly in 2008. 

As page eight illustrates, visitors staying in hotels and motels are the 
single largest source of destination spending in Sonoma County, 
with more than $555.9 million in destination spending in 2006.  Day 
travelers, as well as those staying in B&B’s and private or vacation 
homes contribute the majority of the remaining  visitor spending.
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Tourism Generated Taxes

Transient Occupancy Tax (TOT) is a local tax on room 
rental revenue in lodging properties located in Sonoma County.  
TOT revenues in Sonoma County increased 6.95% to $21.36 million 
in 2007.  

Revenues from TOT are divided between the County of Sonoma 
(which receives revenue from lodging properties in unincorporated 
regions) and the individual cities in the county.  Collectively, the 
incorporated cities received 63% of all revenue in 2007, while the 
County received 37%.  This distribution has shifted over time; in 
1997, cities received 54% of all TOT revenue.

Spending by day travelers and overnight visitors to Sonoma County 

ments, including sales tax and transient occupancy tax.  Total local 
taxes collected, including TOT, from visitors to Sonoma County in 

This represents a 10.35% increase from 2005 ($25.3 million).  In 2006 

Sonoma County visitors, a 2.75% increase from 2006 ($50.82 
million).
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The  Sonoma County Economic Development Board (EDB), in conjunction with 
the Sonoma County Tourism Bureau (SCTB) recently conducted the first countywide 
survey of Sonoma county visitors.  This Fall 2007 and Winter 2008 survey provides 
preliminary insight on Sonoma County Visitor demographics. The results from the 
Visitor Survey along with data from the SCTB’s zip code research program can be 
found on pages 13 and 14 of this report.

Key findings include:

The majority of Sonoma County visitors are from the Bay Area, with San Fran-
cisco , Oakland and San Jose cited as the principal cities of origin. 

 Visitors are primarily influenced by their friends or relatives to visit Sonoma 
County. 

 Visitors to Sonoma County listed scenic beauty, dining and outdoor activities 
as their top motivations for visiting.
 
 

Visitor Research Results:
Survey and Zip Code Analysis
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Visitor Survey Results

Hotel Visitor Origins
(Based on 56,000+ Zip code records)
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Visitor response suggests that majority of  visitors to 
Sonoma County  originate in California. More specifically from the 
San Francisco, Oakland, San Jose areas (42.2%). The L. A. Region 
(10.6%), and the Sacramento area (6.2%) round out the top three 
visitor origins. 

Responding hotel guests cited winery visits, scenic beauty, and 
relaxation as their leading motivations for visiting Sonoma County. 
Spending time with a spouse or significant other, along with food 
and dining, were also strong motivators for Sonoma County visits. 

60% of respondents cited a friend’s or relative’s recommendation as 
the greatest influence for their decision to visit Sonoma County. 
Wine country maps and a specific website ranked second and third, 
respectively.

Visitors spend a mean of 2.9 nights in Sonoma County.

Visitor Demographics, Motivations & Influences
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Visitor Survey Results (Hotel Guests)

Source:  Tourism Sector Survey  2008,  Sonoma County Economic Development Board 
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Outdoor Adventure/ Recreation is the number one 
interest among surveyed hotels visitors to Sonoma County (54.5%). 
Other leading interests are Art and Culture (45.6%), Shopping 
(44.1%), Culinary and Wine Activities (33.8%), Nightlife (29.4%), 
Sporting Events (27.9%), Family Fun (26.5%), GLBT interest (4.4%).  

When asked which travel periodicals and publications they read on a 
regular basis, hotel guests reported reading the travel section of 
their local newspaper and the San Francisco Chronicle most 
frequently.  Visitor origin data from page 13 suggests the Chronicle’s 
strong showing is correlated with the large number of visitors from 
the San Francisco Bay Area.

Similarly, the West Coast-based publication Sunset is by far the most 
regularly read magazine by Sonoma County visitors, with over 39.7% 
reporting that they read the publication regularly. Travel + Leisure 
(20.6%) and Wine Spectator (19.1%) also have strong Sonoma 
County visitor readership.

Visitor Interests & Publications Read
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The Sonoma County Economic Development Board (EDB) recently updated its 2007 
survey of the Sonoma County tourism businesses about the tourism industry.  Owners and 
executives representing 20% of the survey sample (approximately 500 tourism businesses) 
rated their confidence in the industry and identified changes and needs they expect at their 
businesses in the near future. 

 

Key Findings include:

 Business have a positive outlook for the coming year, though they are concerned 
about the effect the falling dollar will have on the tourism portion of their business. 

The vast majority of respondents considered exploring new programs for 
culinary/wine tourism and cultural heritage tourism as useful.  Strong interest for a 
Sonoma County restaurant week, customer service awards program, and heritage or 
historical program was also noted.

 Most respondents believe Sonoma County’s wine reputation and culture help attract 
visitors. 

Respondents feel local government can make a positive difference in the tourism 
industry by focusing efforts and resources on strategic marketing outside Sonoma 
County, by assisting with licensing and permits, and providing workforce education 
and training.
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Tourism Industry Survey: 
Results Summary
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Tourism Industry Survey

Owners and executives of more than 100 diverse tourism 
businesses responded to the EDB’s 2007 Tourism Industry Survey. 
The following table indicates the percentage breakdown of the 
tourism industry businesses responding to the survey. The Winery 
category represented the largest segment of survey respondents at 
24.4%, followed by Vacation Rentals (20.4%),  Bed & Breakfast (B&B) 
(20.4%), Full-Service Lodging (16.3%), Limited-Service Lodging 
(12.2%), Restaurant (12.2%), and Campground (1%).  The surveyed 
businesses reflect the diverse strength of Sonoma County’s tourism 
industry.

Lodging Classifications:

Full-Service Lodging
Offering a full range of on-premises food and beverage service, 
cocktail lounge, entertainment, conference facilities, shops and 
recreational activities. Wide range of services provided by 
uniformed staff on duty 24 hours. 

Vacation Rentals
These properties are fully furnished condominiums, town homes or 
single-family-style homes - featuring amenities such as games, 
beach equipment, DVD libraries, and a stocked kitchen - rented out 
on a temporary basis to tourists as an alternative to a hotel. 

Bed & Breakfast
Smaller establishments emphasizing a more personal relationship 
between operators and guests. Guest units tend to be individually 
decorated. Rooms may not include some modern amenities and 
may have a shared bathroom. Usually owner-operated, with a 
common room, separate from the innkeeper's living quarters, where 
guests and operators can interact during evening and breakfast 
hours. A continental or full, hot breakfast is served and is included in 
the room rate.

Limited-Service Lodging
Only the basic services and facilities are available. Self-service 
aspects are predominant. Commonly, a continental breakfast may 
be offered rather than having a restaurant on premises. 

Campground
A place used for overnight stay in the outdoors, where an individual, 
family, or group may camp.  Consists of open pieces of ground 
where a camper can pitch a tent or park an RV.  Some campsites 
have amenities including fire pits, picnic tables, utility hookups, 
shower facilities and more.

Demographic Profile of 
Responding tourism Industry

Businesses, 2008*

Source: Tourism Industry Survey 2008, Sonoma County Economic Development Board
*Campground not included in above graph- represents 1% of survey responses.
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Tourism Industry Survey

Each year Sonoma County hosts more than seven million 
visitors.  These visitors a the catalyst for local economic vitality, 
contributing more than $1.3 billion in 2006 to the area’s economy.  
Sonoma County’s award-winning wineries, spa experiences, and 
miles of scenic Pacific Ocean coastline draw both domestic and 
international visitors.  

According to survey respondents, Sonoma County’s main visitor 
origins are domestic, with the majority coming from San Francisco 
(22.4%) and Other U.S.A. ( not including California) (21.4%).  When 
asked about international visitation, respondents listed  Europe, 
Canada, and the United Kingdom as the top three areas of origin.

Further, respondents cited that the vast majority of travelers to 
Sonoma County were first-time leisure travelers (43.6%) or repeat 
leisure travelers (42.3%). Business travel in Sonoma County was 
reported as being approximately 10% of Sonoma County’s visitor 
mix, with 7.7% cited as repeat business travelers and 2.6% as first-
time business travelers.

Please note that that no data from the industry survey was 
weighted in the analysis presented here. All data in this section is 
based on tourism industry owner/executives reporting on their own 
market demographics.  

Sonoma County Visitor origins, 
(Respondent-Based), 2008

Sonoma County Traveler Type 
(Respondent-Based), 2008

Source:  Tourism Sector Survey  2008,  Sonoma County Economic Development Board 
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Tourism Industry Survey

Tourism industry offerings expanded in Sonoma County, 
with more than 28% of respondents citing an expansion in opera-
tions in 2007. Approximately 60% of responding establishments had 
a somewhat confident or confident outlook for their operations in 
2008.

Industry leaders do not expect the falling dollar to have a positive 
effect on Sonoma County’s tourism industry. However, the dollar’s 
decrease in value correlates positively with a steep increase in 
international visitation as Sonoma County becomes a more afford-
able destination for international travelers. 

In reaction to “greening” trends, more than 75% of respondents 
report having implemented new environmental practices. To date, 
visitor reaction to these “green” practices has been highly positive. 
Approximately 70% of survey respondents report very positive or 
positive client reactions. 

Sonoma County Tourism Industry 
Outlook For The Next 12 Months

(Respondent-Based), 2008

Source:  Tourism Industry Survey 2008, Sonoma County Economic Development Board 
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Tourism Industry Survey

Sonoma County’s tourism industry is a diversified market 
of service-oriented businesses and segmented customer markets. 
This diversification results in a wide range of marketing channels 
employed by businesses to reach out to customers.  

Reflecting the increase in the provision of travel-related information 
and services on the Internet, respondents identified the Internet as 
the most widely used marketing channel.  Membership organiza-
tions, regional publications, direct mail, and local newspaper are 
also frequently used marketing avenues.

According to 90% of respondents, local government should focus 
tourism industry support  through strong, targeted marketing 
activities. Local governments could also assist tourism businesses by 
streamlining licensing and permit application as well as working 
with other local agencies to provide hospitality-focused education 
and training.  

More than 90% of respondents suggested local promotional agen-
cies focus their efforts on marketing, with 76% citing PR/Media visits 
as an area where local promotion agencies could help the tourism 
industry. Other suggestions were increased information on travel 
data, specifically tourist trends and industry trends.

In their own marketing efforts respondents reported spending 0-5% 
or 5-10% for 2008.  Accordingly, less respondents in 2008 reported 
spending 10-25%, and none reported spending more than 25%.

Percentage of Gross Revenue 
Spent on Marketing, 

2007 & 2008
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Tourism Industry Survey

The high confidence in future business performance is 
supported by survey results showing more than 75% of respon-
dents believe Sonoma County has high potential for attracting 
tourists and encouraging repeat visits. Only 1.3% of respondents 
feel Sonoma County has poor potential for attracting visitors.  

An overwhelming percentage of respondents,over 80%, agree that 
Sonoma County’s wine reputation and culture is a valuable tourism 
attraction.  

Although the vast majority of tourism businesses agree wine is a 
vital attraction, many of Sonoma County’s diverse assets were 
identified as key attractions.  Such attractions include: landscape 
and scenery (Russian River, redwoods, coast), scenic drives, cycling, 
weddings and anniversaries, shopping, events, cultural and history,  
and gourmet food, restaurants, and products.  

Sonoma County’s Potential 
for Attracting Visitors

Source: Tourism Industry Survey, Sonoma County Economic Development Board 
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Source: Tourism Industry Survey, Sonoma County Economic Development Board 
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Tourism Industry

Industry responders cited many new opportunities for 
expansion of Sonoma County’s tourism assets. In particular, respon-
dents noted that new culinary, customer service, and historical 
programs would be useful. Survey respondents also indicated that 
there were many new market opportunities for Sonoma County, 
International travelers, Eco-Tourism, Cycling, Health and Wellness, 
and Lesbian, Gay,  Bisexual, Transgender (LGBT) came in as the top 
five, respectively.

The development of innovative culinary and wine programs can be 
an effective way of increasing visitors’ length of stay, return visits, 
and satisfaction to regions of the County.  Unique food and wine 
programs can also help differentiate Sonoma County in an increas-
ingly accessible global tourism market.  87% of respondents felt 
new culinary and wine programs would be somewhat useful, useful, 
or very useful in Sonoma County, with 45% indicating very useful.  

According to the Travel Industry of America (TIA), more than 80% of 
the 155 million US traveling adults take overnight trips of 50+ miles 
or longer.  Four out of five include historical, arts, culture, or heritage 
activities in their traveling plans.  A majority of the cultural heritage 
visitors report spending 38% more and staying 38% longer than 
other tourists.  75% of respondents indicated new cultural and 
heritage programs would be somewhat useful, useful, or very useful.  
Only 6.3% felt this would be somewhat useless.
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Tourism Industry Survey

Survey responses suggest strong support for a hospitality- 
centered awards program in Sonoma County. More than 68% of 
responders believe that a customer service awards program would 
provided incentive for hospitality staff and/or increase recognition 
of Sonoma County as a destination with a strong commitment to 
exceptional customer service. More than half of respondents 
indicated that they would send  their hospitality staff to a Sonoma 
County customer service awards program.

Countywide marketing initiatives are doing well. More than 82% of 
respondents reported they found current county marketing 
program to be very useful, useful, or somewhat useful. Only 1.3% 
found county marketing program to be useless.  

Regional marketing efforts are similarly showing a positive 
response. 66.7% believed that Sonoma County’s regional marketing 
efforts are very useful, useful, or somewhat useful.   

Effects of a Customer Service 
Awards Program in Sonoma 

County

Source: Tourism Industry Survey, Sonoma County Economic Development Board 
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The Sonoma County Economic Development Board (EDB) recently updated its 2007 survey of Sonoma 
County tourism businesses in relation to the tourism industry.  Owners and executives of more than 100 
tourism businesses rated their confidence in the industry and identified changes and needs they expect 
at their businesses in the near future.  The responses covered businesses in a broad range of tourism 
establishments.  The survey asked tourism centered businesses to respond to a broad array of questions 
about their market and marketing efforts, their visitor demographics, their expansion plans, the demo-
graphics of the industry, and their opinion on key County tourism policies. This report represents the 
findings from that survey as well as an analysis of those responses.

In addition to the survey responses, the Sonoma County 2008 Annual Tourism Report also includes 
general background information for the tourism industry on a regional and national level. Statistics 
came from the Travel Industry Association (TIA), www.tia.org, and the California Travel and Tourism 
Commission’s 2006 California Travel Impacts by County, prepared by Dean Runyan & Associates and 
Smith Travel Research and updated March 2008, www.visitcalifornia.com.  The EDB used the U.S. Bureau 
of Labor Statistics’ Consumer Price Index to adjust some data for inflation, http://www.bls.gov/.  Lodging 
classifications were defined by AAA, www.AAA.com.  The EDB collected and compiled all TOT data from 
each Sonoma County jurisdiction. 

Please note that all survey data contained in this report is based on the information self-reported by 
respondents, which was not factually verified by the EDB. The responses were then gathered into a 
database for analysis. Due to the fact that survey respondents may provide no responses to some ques-
tions, the category percentages indicated in the graphs for those questions may not sum up to 100%. 
Where replies are mutually exclusive, percentages may be slightly off due to rounding. Where replies are 
not mutually exclusive, percentages may total more than 100%.  As mentioned above, it was our inten-
tion to obtain averages that provide a general “snapshot” of various issues for the hospitality/tourism 
industry in Sonoma County. Accordingly, the data averages are not weighted by any factor or interest.

Moody‘s Economy.com Section -
© 2008, Moody’s Analytics, Inc. (“Moody’s”) and/or its licensors. All rights reserved. The information and 
materials contained herein are protected by United States copyright, trade secret, and/or trademark law, 
as well as other state, national, and international laws and regulations. Except and to the extent as 
otherwise expressly agreed to, such information and materials are for the exclusive use of Moody’s 
subscribers, and may not be copied, reproduced, repackaged, further transmitted, transferred, dissemi-
nated, redistributed or resold, or stored for subsequent use for any purpose, in whole or in part. Moody’s 
has obtained all information from sources believed to be reliable. Because of the possibility of human 
and mechanical error as well as other factors, however, all information contained herein is provided “AS 
IS” without warranty of any kind. UNDER NO CIRCUMSTANCES SHALL Moody’s OR ITS LICENSORS BE 
LIABLE TO YOU OR ANY OTHER PERSON IN ANY MANNER FOR ANY LOSS OR DAMAGE CAUSED BY, 
RESULTING FROM, OR RELATING TO, IN WHOLE OR IN PART, ERRORS OR DEFICIENCIES CONTAINED IN THE 
INFORMATION PROVIDED, INCLUDING BUT NOT LIMITED TO ANY INDIRECT, SPECIAL, INCIDENTAL, 
PUNITIVE, OR CONSEQUENTIAL DAMAGES HOWEVER THEY ARISE. The financial reporting, analysis, 
projections, observations, and other information contained herein are statements of opinion and not 
statements of fact or recommendations to purchase, sell, or hold any securities. Each opinion must be 
weighed solely as one factor in any investment decision made by or on behalf of any user of the infor-
mation contained herein.
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The 2008 Annual Tourism Report would not have been possible without the contributions of many 
individuals. 

Most of the credit for this study belongs to the local businesses that participated in the survey.  Their 
responses created the foundation upon which the tourism sector could be studied and analyzed.  

Special acknowledgement is also due to Ken Fischang and Tim Zahner at the Sonoma County Tourism 
Bureau for their invaluable suggestions and generous provision of statistical data on the tourism sector 
in Sonoma County.  

Finally, Camille Padilla,  Tourism Project Coordinator with the EDB, contributed a significant amount of 
time and effort to the report through surveying administration, compilation, and organization of the 
report, data, and survey findings.  Camille Padilla updated and consolidated the myriad data sources 
and statistics from previous years to create this comprehensive analysis, and deserves special thanks. 

Ben Stone
Executive Director
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