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Throughout 2023, with substantial investment and support from the South Carolina
Legislature, the South Carolina Department of Commerce (S.C. Commerce) conducted
extensive qualitative and quantitative branding research. To build on decades of
economic development success and position the state for long-term competitiveness,
S.C. Commerce introduced its new brand, "Launch to Legacy" (L2L), at The Governor’s
Economic Summit in January 2024.

In a crowded market, S.C. Commerce’s L2L campaign focuses on what sets South
Carolina apart through three key elements: When you invest in South Carolina, you
grow—as a business, as a person and as a community. South Carolina is built for the new
economy—people can work where they love. South Carolina is the new home and
headquarters of American innovation. The L2L brand reinforces that businesses can start,
thrive, and build a lasting legacy in the state.

While S.C. Commerce’s L2L brand establishes South Carolina as the ideal destination for
business growth and innovation, an opportunity remains to further strengthen this
message. Developing tailored outreach and promotional materials will enhance L2L by
effectively showcasing South Carolina’s innovation ecosystem, ensuring economic
developers and other stakeholders can confidently communicate the state’s unique
assets. Strengthening these components directly aligns with Commerce’s strategic goals
of growing the advanced energy and life sciences sectors, attracting and developing
promising headquarters, including corporate research and development (R&D), and
delivering on the promise of S.C. Commerce’s new brand.

Other states have demonstrated how effectively marketing innovation assets can

translate into increased investment, high-paying jobs, and economic growth. Texas



economic development groups, for example, have successfully positioned the state as a
hub for both corporate headquarters and advanced industries. In recent years, companies
such as Tesla, Oracle, and Toyota have relocated their headquarters to Texas, drawn by
the state’s business-friendly environment and strong messaging around innovation,
workforce, and infrastructure. These relocations have brought billions in investment and
thousands of high-paying jobs, reinforcing the impact of effectively communicating a

state’s innovation potential.

South Carolina has a history of adapting to economic shifts, from its mid-20th-century
textile dominance to its current status as a leader in a diverse set of manufacturing
sectors, including automotive, aerospace, and more. Today, manufacturing remains a
cornerstone of the state's economy. According to USAFacts, manufacturing contributed
over 13% of the state’s GDP in 2023 (USAFacts, 2025), and by the end of 2023, nearly
265,000 people were employed in manufacturing jobs across the state (U.S. Bureau of
Labor and Statistics, 2025). As the global economy increasingly prioritizes innovation and
technology, South Carolina is once again adapting to stay competitive. Companies drive
growth and maintain their edge by leveraging innovation to enhance efficiency, develop
new products, and enter emerging markets. In response, the South Carolina economic
development community, including the Department of Commerce, is positioning the state
as a leader in nurturing emerging technologies, R&D, and new product development.
Through its strategic framework, Commerce has identified key sectors—life sciences,
advanced energy, and headquarters—that offer significant opportunities for economic
diversification. These industries rely on robust innovation ecosystems, specialized

workforce development, and targeted support to accelerate growth and long-term



competitiveness. To advance this effort, S.C. Commerce—alongside local governments
and other economic development stakeholders— must ensure that those promoting the
state have not only the right materials and information but that these resources are easily
accessible. Doing so will enable them to confidently communicate South Carolina’s
innovation assets and highlight not just their availability, but their tangible benefits to both

prospective and existing companies.

Regional economic development organizations, including the Upstate Alliance, Charleston
Regional Development Alliance, Central Alliance, and cities like Greenville and
Charleston, have echoed the need for this strategic pivot. The cities have emphasized the
shrinking availability of traditional industrial sites in their region and stress the importance
of focusing on recruiting, retaining, and growing corporate/office headquarters, further

highlighting the urgency to embrace innovation-driven growth.

Without a clear solution to readily position South Carolina as the ideal destination for
innovation-based companies, the consequences could be profound, disrupting the
potential for transformative and sustained economic growth. On a micro level, economic
developers and others who promote the state will struggle to attract these companies,
hampered by inadequate knowledge and relying on messaging that fails to effectively
showcase South Carolina’s strengths. Innovative companies, R&D offices, and product
development divisions will overlook the state, dismissing it as a viable location for their
growth and expansion. On a macro level, local economies will feel the ripple effects by
remaining dependent on stable but lower-wage jobs and lacking the economic diversity
necessary to withstand future economic challenges. As a result, existing industries will

find it harder to innovate locally, losing a competitive edge in the global market, which



could lead to job losses and stunted economic growth. Entrepreneurs and startups,
unable to recognize the opportunities within South Carolina, will seek resources and
funding elsewhere, draining the state of its best entrepreneurs and startups, thus
squandering its potential for homegrown success. In addition, because larger companies
often innovate and grow through partnership and acquisition of promising startups, the
lack of startups in the state may hinder the growth of established businesses, limiting new

opportunities for expansion and economic growth.

While S.C. Commerce and local economic development teams have excelled in recruiting
manufacturing, they have less experience engaging with innovation-driven companies,
such as those involved with emerging tech, R&D, commercialization, and venture capital.
This has led to a noticeable gap in understanding what these companies value and how
to effectively communicate South Carolina’s strengths as a leader in innovation. For
example, during a discussion with a global leader in semiconductor technology, one
developer struggled to access and communicate key information about South Carolina's
assets that could meet the company's needs. This highlights a broader gap in the
knowledge and resources available to economic developers when working with
innovation-driven companies. Additionally, in a recent discussion with the South Carolina
Research Authority (SCRA), the Upstate Alliance anecdotally shared their own challenges
with communicating innovation in South Carolina and emphasized the need for easily
accessible marketing materials, talking points, and other resources to confidently and

effectively promote the state.

Data Collection:




To address the state’s marketing challenges related to innovation, it was essential to
gather accurate and actionable data to confirm that a problem exists, identify who is
affected, and understand their specific needs and what would be most valuable to them. A
multi-faceted data collection approach was implemented to ensure the capture of
comprehensive insights.

The process started with several one-on-one conversations with key stakeholders who
directly engage with both prospective and existing companies in innovation, from startups
to well-established businesses. These early conversations helped identify critical
challenges, information gaps, and real-world insights into the opportunities and barriers in
communicating the state’s innovation ecosystem. A key takeaway was that while some
information existed, it was often difficult to access or compile efficiently. As a result, it
became clear that surveys needed to be developed and deployed to gather broader, more

comprehensive data.

Two Teams-based surveys were conducted, each targeting somewhat different
audiences. The first survey was sent to ecosystem development stakeholders including
local and state economic developers, marketers, trade and membership organizations,
and entities focused on innovation, such as quasi-governmental organizations.
Collectively, this group of stakeholders are referred to as Innovation and Ecosystem
Development Stakeholders (IED Stakeholders). A second and equally important survey
was focused on capturing feedback from industry representatives to understand their
priorities and the types of information they value most when doing business and engaging

with IED Stakeholders. This group, referred to as Innovation and Entrepreneurship



Companies (IE Companies), provided perspectives on how the state’s innovation assets

and resources are leveraged and perceived by businesses.

The surveys focused on identifying the tools, messaging, and resources required to
effectively communicate South Carolina’s innovation strengths. Survey responses were
collected to identify areas where communication and outreach efforts could be
strengthened, ensuring South Carolina's innovation ecosystem is effectively presented to
attract and retain innovation-driven companies and align with the state’s strategic growth

objectives.

This mixed-methods approach, combining direct engagement and survey data from
multiple audiences, was chosen to ensure a well-rounded understanding of the
challenges and to consider solutions that are practical, informed, and widely applicable.
Ideally, data collection would have also included researching and surveying companies
that engaged with |IED stakeholders but ultimately decided not to relocate or remain in
South Carolina, as well as gathering insights from companies familiar with South Carolina
but chose not to engage at all. However, due to the extensive nature of the additional
research and the complexities involved in surveying these companies, expanding the data
collection and analysis was not feasible within the scope of this project. Future efforts
should consider exploring this area to gain a deeper understanding of the factors

influencing location decisions, particularly for innovation-based companies.

Appendices A and B include raw data and data visualizations of the IED Stakeholders and

IE Companies surveys, respectively.

Data Analysis:




Key finding from IED Stakeholder Survey and 1:1 Conversations

Approximately 15 one-on-one conversations were conducted with IED Stakeholders, and
105 survey invitations were sent to a broader group of IED Stakeholders. Survey
invitations encouraged sharing with others in the ecosystem, making the total reach
difficult to determine. There was some overlap between the participants in the one-on-one
conversations and survey respondents, but the survey provided a more comprehensive
set of responses. Of the 47 respondents who provided organizational or job title details,
72% were from economic development organizations, 7% from higher education, 12%
from non-profits, support, and trade organizations, and 9% from other entity types. While
the survey gathered responses from a diverse cross-section of individuals across various
sectors, including some highly regarded leaders in South Carolina’s economic
development, higher education, and innovation communities, greater participation,
particularly from S.C. Commerce employees, would have been valuable. That said, even
if S.C. Commerce staff may feel confident and well-equipped to engage with innovation-
based companies, this survey was designed to uncover the broader needs of economic
development stakeholders across the state.

The survey and conversations revealed many key insights. The primary challenges in
positioning South Carolina as an ideal location for innovation-based companies include
combating the perception that the state is primarily focused on manufacturing rather than
innovation. Many stakeholders pointed out that South Carolina lacks the same level of
recognition as established innovation hubs like the Research Triangle in North Carolina,
making it harder to attract R&D-driven companies. Additionally, the state's resources and

incentives for innovation-focused businesses are often fragmented and not widely



understood, which can make it difficult to convey a cohesive value proposition. There is
also a need for improved marketing, better communication of available resources and
tools to highlight South Carolina's unique advantages in fostering innovation. Overall,
these findings highlight the need for accessible marketing materials that provide up-to-
date information on local assets, showcase the state’s collaborative strengths, and offer
data demonstrating South Carolina’s competitive advantages.

77% of respondents indicated that marketing assets are highly valuable, and the data
uncovered a noted lack of confidence in promoting the state's innovation ecosystem,
reflected in the 3.29 average rating for confidence in conveying South Carolina’s
strengths. This suggests stakeholders may need additional support and resources to feel
more equipped in their messaging; however, further research may be beneficial to better
understand the specific barriers to confidence. Nearly half of the respondents (43%)
expressed a lack of confidence in crafting a compelling "Why South Carolina" or "Why
Your Region" message for innovation and R&D-focused companies. Additionally, 45% of
respondents reported difficulty accessing resources to help create effective marketing
materials. IED Stakeholder indicated the most valuable content would include information
on South Carolina’s available assets (such as research centers and prototyping facilities),
visual assets like infographics and maps, and specific growth statistics for key industries,
with a strong emphasis on access to capital, business-friendly policies, and collaboration

with research institutions.

Key finding from IE Companies Survey

The Innovation Ecosystem Engagement Survey was distributed to 35 IE Companies, with

a request for referrals to broaden participation. A total of 13 responses were received.



While this represents a modest response rate, the survey was intentionally targeted to a
select group of companies with established relationships to ensure meaningful
engagement and respect the time of business leaders. Respondents were diverse,
ranging from life science and energy companies to pure technology firms (no
manufacturing) to hybrid manufacturing and R&D companies. 62% of those who replied
were the CEO or Founder and another 23% were Director/Management level at their

firms.

Insights offer valuable perspectives on how IE Companies engage with and perceive
South Carolina's innovation resources. One key finding is that the majority of respondents
(84%) engage with South Carolina's innovation ecosystem at least once a month, yet
92% responded they feel they know South Carolina’s innovation resources only
somewhat well. Only one respondent felt they knew the state’s innovation resources very
well. In terms of the specific resources stakeholders have engaged with, the South
Carolina Research Authority (SCRA) was the most utilized resource, with all but one
respondent noting their involvement. Other resources such as incubators/accelerators

and venture capital firms were mentioned but less frequently.

When asked about the top factors in business expansion decisions, the two most
common responses were business-friendly policies and access to capital. Other factors,
such as access to a skilled workforce, innovation resources, and connectivity to key
markets, were also frequently cited. This highlights the importance of showcasing South

Carolina’s strengths in these areas when attracting innovation-driven companies.

Regarding how South Carolina can further distinguish itself as an innovation hub,

respondents said using specific examples of incentives and support programs, overviews
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of research and innovation assets, and displaying success stories of companies thriving
in the state. Additionally, when asked, '"What would make you confident that South
Carolina understands your business needs?' 77% of survey participants indicated that
clear and detailed explanations of resources and incentives would provide that

confidence.

Taken together, the insights from the surveys and conversations reveal key trends and
gaps that offer actionable opportunities for strengthening South Carolina’s position as a
hub for innovation. The primary challenges identified include South Carolina’s perceived
focus on manufacturing rather than innovation, fragmented resources, and a lack of clear
marketing materials that effectively convey the state's strengths. These gaps are
compounded by the fact that stakeholders in economic development and related sectors
often feel ill-equipped to confidently promote the state’s innovation ecosystem. The need
for accessible, data-driven content, such as detailed information on available assets and
a cohesive value proposition, is critical. To address these challenges, it will be necessary
to develop targeted tools, including resource hubs and training programs, to enhance
stakeholder confidence in articulating the state’s innovation advantages, refine messaging
strategies, and communicate a unified value proposition that aligns with South Carolina’s
unique strengths.

Implementation Planning

Building on the insights from the data collection and analysis and alongside S.C.
Commerce’s new tagline "Launch to Legacy" and its promise to position South Carolina
as the new home for American innovation, the strategic direction is clear: South Carolina

must be able to effectively communicate its innovation-driven economy and highlight the
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unique value proposition of doing business here compared to other states. Based on
these findings, a modular, plug-and-play toolkit should be developed by S.C. Commerce’s
Innovation team in collaboration with Commerce’s Global Business Development (GBD)
and Marketing teams. Before moving into implementation, stakeholders will be reengaged
to review the initial research findings. Note that these stakeholders will also be consulted
at key stages to continually validate content, provide input on usability, and ensure
alignment with regional and local priorities. In addition, as with all cross-divisional
initiatives, this project will follow S.C. Commerce’s Project Portfolio Management (PPM)
system. Any project utilizing resources across divisions must be vetted by leadership and
undergo the established approval process to ensure alignment with organizational
priorities and resource availability. Further, the PPM process requires ongoing and
consistent input from all appropriate S.C. Commerce Divisions during implementation and
launch.

This toolkit would serve as a centralized, online resource accessible to all relevant
stakeholders, including S.C. Commerce staff, regional development organizations, and
local economic development teams. This would not be a publicly available resource map,
but a specialized tool designed for internal and stakeholder use.

The toolkit should be tailored to address the specific gaps identified in the research,
particularly around knowledge dissemination, messaging clarity, the presentation of
compelling data, and building confidence in communication. Designed with a user-
friendly, filterable format, it would enable stakeholders to quickly generate customized

materials, PowerPoints, talking points, detailed emails, etc., that effectively convey South
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Carolina’s strengths in innovation, technology, and business development, ensuring that

all regions can present a unified, compelling case for the state’s innovation potential.

Phase 1: Development and Launch (Cost: $90,000-$195,000.* Total Time from

Planning to Training: 12-15 months.)

Action Steps: Develop simple filterable platform.

Planning & Development: Issue an RFP. Engage in discovery and scoping to
better understand the needs of stakeholders. Create the basic online format of the
toolkit. Curate content and design the content architecture, including filterability
based on key factors such as type of company, expressed and anticipated needs,
strategic vision, and goals for being in South Carolina. (9 months. 2 months for
RFP process.)

Launch: Roll out the toolkit and ensure accessibility to all stakeholders.
Promotion and Training: Implement a targeted marketing and outreach strategy
to promote the toolkit, being very careful to focus on just the target audience. This
is not a marketing site like www.sccommerce.com. Provide training and resources
to stakeholders on how to use the toolkit effectively, ensuring they can customize
materials for specific target audiences and needs. (3-6 months. If training is
facilitated by Commerce Innovation and marketing is developed by Commerce
Innovation (in collaboration with Commerce Marketing), then top-end costs come
down closer to $120K. $195K includes a third party managing a go-to-market
activation, implementing a learning management system and all marketing

materials.)
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Phase 2: Integration of Artificial Intelligence (Al) and Machine Learning (ML) for

Enhanced Functionality (Cost: $105,000-240,000.* Total Time from Planning to

Training: approximately 18 months.)

Action Steps: Phase 2 is the integrate of Al and ML to enhance the toolkit’s
management and functionality, making it more responsive and intuitive. Al can help
by analyzing user interactions, improving content recommendations, and adapting
the toolkit based on emerging needs and trends in South Carolina’s innovation
ecosystem. ML could be used to improve content delivery by learning from past
user interactions.

Discovery and Scoping: Reassess the user experience and toolkit effectiveness.
Identify key areas where Al/ML integration can improve the toolkit, such as
predictive analytics, content personalization, and automation of routine tasks.
Planning: Develop a detailed plan for integrating appropriate Al/ML, with clear
goals for real-time content updates, intelligent resource matching, and
personalized user experiences. (approximately 12 months for Discovery, Scoping
and Planning)

Launch: Roll out the enhanced toolkit, incorporating Al and ML features.
Promotion and Training: Provide ongoing training to stakeholders on the new
Al/ML capabilities. Promote these features to the user base to enhance user
adoption and maximize utility. (Approximately 3-6 months. If training is facilitated
by Commerce Innovation and marketing is developed by Commerce Innovation (in

collaboration with Commerce Marketing), then top-end costs come down closer to
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$195K. $240K includes a third party managing a go-to-market activation,

implementing a learning management system and all marketing materials.)

Phase 1 & 2: $195K - $435K over 12 to 33 months

* Estimated cost ranges were developed by a company that has extensive experience
building, launching and maintaining these kinds of platforms. Actual costs depend on the
work performed by the hired third party, including the complexity of the required
programming logic. Full scoping is required. Budget dollars would come out of the S.C.
Commerce Innovation budget.

Evaluation Method

Evaluation will be carried out in both Phase 1 and 2 and will include a robust process

designed to assess the effectiveness of the toolkit, its adoption, and its ability to meet the

needs of stakeholders. Data collected will be analyzed in relation to the development and
maintenance costs to determine the tool’'s ROI.

Key Performance Indicators (KPIs):

e Usage Rates & Engagement: Track the frequency and depth of interactions with the
toolkit, including the adoption of Al-driven features such as personalized content and
intelligent resource matching.

e User Satisfaction: Gather feedback through surveys and Net Promoter Score (NPS) to
assess overall satisfaction with the toolkit and its content, including effectiveness for
positively affecting confidence levels.

e Content Utility: Measure how well Al is providing relevant and useful content to users
based on their preferences and needs.

Data Collection Methods:
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e Surveys: Distribute user satisfaction surveys after toolkit interactions to assess the
platform's value and gather insights on potential improvements. (Implemented one
month and seven months after launch of each phase, though site analytics may
indicate an alternate survey schedule is necessary.)

e Site Analytics: Monitor usage patterns via website analytics to track user traffic,
content engagement, and abandonment metrics, which indicate where users lose
interest or encounter issues and leave the site.

e Feedback Loops: Implement a continuous feedback mechanism where users can
submit suggestions for improvement or report issues directly within the toolkit.

Assessment

e Site analytics to be pulled and evaluated monthly. More comprehensive summary

reports with recommendations to be developed every 6 months and after each survey.

Summary and Recommendation

South Carolina is at a pivotal moment in its economic development strategy, with a unique
opportunity to build on its strong foundation in manufacturing and industrial recruitment.
By enhancing how the state communicates its strengths in innovation, R&D, and
emerging technologies, South Carolina can further position itself as a top destination for
innovation-driven companies. Strengthening this narrative will not only attract and retain
high-growth businesses but also drive economic diversification and unlock new avenues

for future growth.

Key findings highlight that South Carolina is perceived primarily as a manufacturing hub,

with fragmented information on innovation resources, a lack of confidence among
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economic developers and stakeholders in promoting the state's innovation strengths, and

a need for improved communication materials.

To address these challenges, the recommendation is for South Carolina to develop a
comprehensive, user-friendly toolkit tailored to improve the sharing of information,
messaging clarity, and communication confidence. This toolkit will empower economic
developers and stakeholders to effectively promote the state’s innovation strengths,
ensuring a consistent and compelling narrative that resonates across regions and attracts

high-growth companies.
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7. How often do you interact with innovation-based companies or companies with a strong emphasis on R&D?

(Innovation-based companies or companies with a strong focus on R&D include tech startups, as well as established com

panies bringing new products or services to market. These products/services often have characteristics such as being tech-
enabled, rooted in research, involved with intellectual property development or licensing, and sometimes require federal a
pprovals from federal agencies like the FDA.)

Multiple Times a Month
About Once a Month
4-5 Times a Year

About Once a Year
Rarely

MNewver

27

e
.

[

-n

.

0 10 20 30

10. How comfortable and confident would you feel if you needed to inform people in or outside South Carolina about o
ur state’s innovation ecosystem, assets and opportunities? (1 star = not at all comfortable, 5 stars = very comfortabl

e)

3.29

Average Rating

* K K 7w

Level 5 GG ©

Level 4 I 11

Level 3 . 16

Level 2 G ©

Level 1 (D 3

12. How easy is it for you to find and access resources to help create materials (talking points, presentations, emails, et
c.) effectively describing and explaining South Carolina to innovation-based and R&D-focused companies?

Extremely Easy
Somewhat Easy
Neutral

Somewhat Difficult

Very Difficult

10% 10%

——,

\17%
35% '
27%

40



14. How valuable would a toolkit, like the one described in this survey, be for supporting your work with innovation-base
d companies and those focused on R&D?

21% ||
@ Extremely valuable, and | would use it frequently 21
@® Very valuable, and | would likely use it 16 44%
® Somewhat valuable, and | might use it occasionally 10
@® Not very valuable, and | would rarely use it 1]
@ Not Valuable at all 1
33%

15. Which types of information would be most helpful in an online toolkit for creating your own communication material
s when engaging with innovation-driven and R&D-focused companies? (Select all that apply.)

(The toolkit would allow filtering by industry and target audience, e.g., tech startup, growth-stage company, established
firm, etc.)

Specific industry growth and innovation

|
g statistics 9
Case studies and success stories appropriate ]
[ ] ) 38
for target audience
PY Available SC assets and resources (research 45 _
centers/institutes at SC colleges and...
|
@ Visual assets (e.g. infographics, maps) 41
Funding resources (e.g. risk and traditional I
[ ] - - 38
capital programs and providers, such as... T
@ Glossary of terms 19
|
® Workforce statistics related to STEM 32
-l
@® Other 5
0 10 20 30 40 50

41
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3. How often does your company engage with South Carolina’s innovation ecosystem (e.g., research institutions, incubat

ors, venture capital, etc.)

Multiple Times a Month 6
About Cnce a Month 5
4-5 Times a Year 2
About Cnce a Year 0
Never 0

38%

15%

7~

46%

4. How well do you feel you know South Carolina's innovation resources, even if you don't use them frequently?

® Very well 1
® Somewhat well 12
® Not well at all 0

92%

6. What would be the top factors you would consider when deciding to expand or relocate your business? (Select all that
apply)

® & & & & & o o

Access to skilled workforce

Innovation resources (e.g., R&D facilities,
incubators)

Access to capital and funding opportunities

Connectivity to key markets and
infrastructure

Business-friendly policies and tax incentives

Collaborative opportunities with universities
or research institutions

Quality of life for employees

Other

(=]

o

[o=]
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7. What type of information would make South Carolina stand out as an innovation hub? (Rank the following in order of i
mportance, with the top being the most important.)

Specific examples of incentives and support
programs to be leveraged

2 Overview of research and innovation assets
3 Success stories of companies thriving in the state

Data points specific to South Carolina's innovation
ecasystem (e.g., state rankings in technology and...

5 Evidence of infrastructure and logistical advantages

Benefit statements highlighting the value of
industry-specific innovation assets and resources

Testimonials from business leaders in similar
industries

8. What would make you confident that South Carolina understands your business needs? (Select all that apply)

@ Demonstrated industry-specific expertise 7 ]
Py Personalized recommendations based on my 4 I
business type
° Clear and detailed explanations of resources 10 -
and incentives
Py An understanding of partnership 6 B
opportunities with universities or research... o
° Availability of mentorship or networking 3
opportunities T
@® Other 2

9. What level of detail do you prefer when initially discussing potential resources or opportunities?

23%

@ High-level overview (key highlights and benefits) 3

Moderately detailed (some specifics about relevant 46%
programs or resources)

Highly detailed (comprehensive breakdown of
opportunities and benefits)

31%




10. When receiving information, what format do you find most persuasive? (Select all that apply)

@ Detailed reports or brochures 7 0
° Visual presentations with data and case 6 -]
studies
° One-on-one meetings with industry experts 5 ]
or local leaders
° Tours of facilities, research hubs, or . -
innovation centers I
° Virtual webinars or panel discussions with 3
industry leaders |
@ Other 1
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