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Executive Summary 

St. Louis was recently selected to participate in the Global Cities Initiative: The Exchange (GCI), 

a $10 million, five year project sponsored by The Brookings Institution and JP Morgan Chase. 

St. Louis joins a prestigious network of 28 cities in The Exchange. The goal of GCI is to help 

regional leaders in metropolitan areas across the country strengthen their local economies by 

becoming more competitive in the global marketplace. The World Trade Center – St. Louis and 

regional partners on the GCI Steering Committee are working together to develop a regional 

export strategy. 

The Washington University research team has conducted research on St. Louis’ export economy 

through a Market Scan, a Market Survey and multiple Local Intelligence Interviews. The 

research focused on identifying the strengths and weaknesses of the St. Louis Metropolitan 

Statistical Area (MSA) (referred to as St. Louis throughout the remainder of the document) 

through quantitative analysis of macroeconomic factors, coupled with qualitative insights from 

representatives of local companies, representing both exporting and non-exporting organizations. 

Through this analysis, the team identified high potential industries for export expansion, key 

challenges to the current export process, and future opportunities to facilitate the export process: 

 High Potential Industries for Export Expansion: 

o The Market Scan showed that while St. Louis’ historical exports are primarily 

manufactured goods, there is high export potential in service industries as well, 

specifically in Financial Services, Engineering Services, and Information & 

Technology Services. 

 Key Challenges to the Current Export Process: 

o 23% of survey respondents stated that “Knowledge of Foreign Markets” was one 

of the most significant challenges faced by their company when exporting or 

considering new export markets. 

o In Local Intelligence Interviews, managers identified several challenges to the 

export process, including navigating foreign business cultures, incorporating 

exports into a domestic business model, and finding local talent with the 

appropriate skill set to manage export initiatives. 

 Future Opportunities to Facilitate the Export Process: 

o 29% survey respondents selected “Reduce taxes/government overhead” as a way 

the federal, state, or local government could help their company begin exporting, 

increase exports, or export to new markets in foreign countries. 

o In Local Intelligence Interviews, companies suggested ideas for how 

governmental agencies can facilitate the export process. Several themes which 

emerged from these conversations included launching an export-focused 

marketing campaign, educating companies about shipping practices, and 

supporting initiatives that make St. Louis a more desirable place to work and do 

business. 
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Market Scan 

Exporting activities supported 44,780 jobs in St. Louis in 2013, ranking St. Louis as 23rd in this 

category relative to the other top 100 metro areas in the United States. St. Louis’ gross 

metropolitan product (GMP) has grown at an annualized rate of 1.93% since 2009, realizing 

positive GMP growth. However, the St. Louis export economy has not achieved significant 

growth over the past decade, lagging behind the national growth rate. St. Louis’s total real 

exports have only grown by 1.4% from 2008-2013, ranking St. Louis as 64th in the nation in 

terms of annualized growth rate of real exports.  

Manufactured goods made up around 73% of the region’s exports in 2012. In 2013, St. Louis’ 

top five industries in terms of real export value were Aircraft Products and Parts, Motor 

Vehicles, Nonferrous Metal Products, Basic Chemicals, and Information Technology Royalties. 

St. Louis’ top export markets from 2011-2013 were Canada, Mexico, China, and South Korea.  

The research team identified three industries that show a high potential for export growth in St. 

Louis: Financial Services, Engineering Services, and Information and Technology Services. To 

determine which three industries demonstrate the most export potential, the team first identified 

13 goods and services industries that demonstrated high export potential. These industries were 

selected using an index which incorporated local export data and national gross domestic product 

(GDP) and export data.  

Next, the local export concentration (percentage share of metropolitan exports divided by 

percentage share of national exports) of these 13 industries was compared to the export 

concentration of these same industries in seven comparable United States (U.S.) cities. The seven 

cities were classified as comparable to St. Louis based on various measurements of economy 

size, employment, education levels, and business environment. The seven comparable cities 

identified by the team include: 

 Baltimore-Columbia-Towson, MD 

 Cleveland-Elyria, OH 

 Denver-Aurora-Lakewood, CO 

 Pittsburgh, PA 

 Portland-Vancouver-Hillsboro, OR-WA 

 Riverside-San Bernardino-Ontario, CA 

 Tampa-St. Petersburg-Clearwater, FL 

Next, the team identified specific industries in which St. Louis had a lower export concentration, 

lower number of total real exports, lower share of total local exports, and/or lower annualized 

export growth rate, compared to the same industries in the aforementioned comparable cities. 

These industries were considered to be opportunities for export growth. The reasoning is that the 

13 industries analyzed in this step were already identified as being strong export industries for St. 

Louis, and, if other comparable cities which presumably have a similar export capacity to St. 

Louis are exporting these goods or services to a greater degree, there is an opportunity for St. 

Louis to export to a greater extent. 

Interestingly, despite St. Louis’ strong history of manufactured goods exports, the industries that 

showed the highest potential throughout the study were all from service sectors: Financial 
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Services, Engineering Services, and Information and Technology Services. The growing number 

of technology startups in St. Louis creates an opportunity for investment from financial services 

companies and for collaboration with engineering firms. Due to the interconnected nature of 

these three industries within the entrepreneurial ecosystem in the region, St. Louis has an 

opportunity to create a distinct competitive advantage by supporting these industries as an 

interrelated network, rather than three distinct industry clusters. 

 

Market Survey 

The team surveyed over 200 companies in St. Louis to better understand the current export 

capabilities in the region and the tradeoffs that managers face when deciding whether to begin or 

expand export operations. The survey yielded valuable insights about the challenges and 

opportunities identified by representatives from companies of various sizes and industries, some 

of which currently export and others that do not export currently. 

The main reasons that representatives of exporting companies claimed that they began exporting 

were: direct sales opportunities (60%), a company or contact in a foreign country selected their 

company (56%), a prior relationship or prior experience with companies or contacts in those 

countries (49%), and/or due to the distributors in those countries (42%). The majority of the 

representatives of non-exporting companies claimed that the main reason they did not export was 

because their company’s product/service could not be exported (65%).  

When asked what the most significant challenges were when exporting, respondents were given 

the opportunity to select multiple answers. The challenge that the most number of respondents 

indicated was insufficient knowledge of foreign markets (23%). Other significant challenges 

included:  

 Global sales contracts, contract negotiation (21%) 

 Foreign import control laws, regulatory compliance, inspections, tariffs (20%) 

 Transportation costs (20%) 

 Foreign government regulations/policies (19%) 

 U.S. export control laws, regulatory compliance, licensing, inspections, and tariffs (19%) 

When asked which programs and services the federal, state or local government could provide to 

facilitate the export process, respondents were able to select multiple answers. The most 

common programs and services that were chosen include: 

 Reduce taxes/government overhead (29%) 

 Export-related trainings or workshops designed for small and medium sized businesses 

(27%)  

 Streamline export related government paperwork and procedures (23%) 

 Events such as trade shows and conferences designed to introduce and match new-to 

export businesses to prospective foreign business partners (23%) 

 Expand free trade deal activity (22%) 
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Local Intelligence Interviews 

As of May 5, 2015, the GCI team completed interviews with 13 local companies. In these 

interviews, the team asked company representatives questions from the Global Cities Initiative 

Business Interview Form, regarding general company information, regional economic 

development, exports, and exports service providers. Some of the companies represented have 

extensive export operations while others do not currently export. These interviews will continue 

through June 2015. 

While exporting involves new risks and difficult managerial decisions, company representatives 

were often motivated by the large purchasing power outside the United States. Many companies 

indicated that they decided to export to increase their company’s addressable market and obtain a 

higher profit margin in international markets. However, throughout the interviews, companies 

identified various challenges they faced when starting the export process. Certain difficulties that 

companies, across industries, faced when exporting included: incorporating exporting activities 

into a domestic business model, navigating different cultural and regulatory environments, 

establishing trust with foreign partners, building brand equity, and finding local managers with 

the appropriate skill set to manage export initiatives. 

Companies were also asked to share insights about how federal, state, and local governments can 

help local companies export more. Three key ideas that emerged from the interviews were: 

launching an export-focused marketing campaign, educating companies about shipping practices, 

and supporting initiatives that make St. Louis a more desirable place to work and do business. 

Throughout the local intelligence interviews, the team found that many companies first 

encountered export opportunities through outside partners or customers. Often times, companies 

began exporting because of a prior foreign relationship or because they were contacted directly 

by a foreign customer. Rather than defining a global strategy and proceeding accordingly, 

companies started with a domestic strategy and discovered unique ways to incorporate exports 

into their business model. Almost every company with which the team met stressed the 

importance of building relationships and spending time in the foreign markets to establish trust 

with partners and to better understand the cultural environments abroad. 
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Introduction 

With the completion of the Metropolitan Export Initiative (MEI), led by The Brookings 

Institution, cities from around the United States (U.S.) gathered local information on the 

strengths and weaknesses of their metropolitan area’s export economies. These findings created 

the ground work to compile a customized Metro Export Plan (MEP) for each city, with the goal 

of using the gathered market intelligence to formulate export-oriented services and strategies for 

local firms to engage with international markets. This includes a wide variety of focuses 

including finding customers, research and development partners, supply chain assistance, and 

others. Seeing the successful implementation of new programs and policies within these cities, 

the MEI continues its goal of expanding global trade and foreign investment strategies in 

metropolitan areas through the Global Cities Initiative (GCI).1 

The GCI, led jointly by The Brookings Institution and JPMorgan Chase, is a five-year project 

aimed at collaborating with the leaders of metropolitan areas around the U.S. to strengthen their 

regional economies and become more competitive in the global economy. Ultimately, the GCI 

seeks to help U.S. cities and metropolitan leaders take advantage of their global assets with new 

strategies concerning key indicators such as advanced manufacturing, exports, foreign direct 

investment, freight flow, and immigration, provide leaders with proven, actionable ideas on how 

to expand their global reach and use policy innovations to foster trade and growth, and create an 

international network of global leaders intent on deepening global trade relationships.2 

As part of the GCI, The Brookings Institution and JPMorgan Chase also launched The Exchange, 

a four-year learning and action network that will develop and implement regional strategies to 

boost global trade and investment, forge partnerships between the U.S. and international 

metropolitan areas, and advocate for policy changes, both at the state- and national-level. The 

Exchange allows local leaders to take advantage of the ideas and collaborations generated by the 

GCI’s research and forums. The result is “more globally-oriented metropolitan areas and an 

evolution in economic development.”3 

The first step to completing the GCI is to create the Export Market Assessment. The Export 

Market Assessment takes an in-depth look into the local metropolitan economy and evaluates its 

key strengths and weaknesses through historical data analysis, a survey of the local business 

environment, and personal one-on-one interviews with local firms. To ensure the success of the 

GCI’s goals and programs, the St. Louis Metropolitan Statistical (MSA) (referred to as St. Louis 

throughout the remainder of the document) formed a GCI Steering Committee comprised of 

local public, private, and academic institutions to collaborate in both the direction and execution 

of the St. Louis Export Plan. Due to St. Louis’ collaborative nature and diverse community, the 

core team has extensive social capital. 

The Export Market Assessment is comprised of three key components: Market Scan, Market 

Survey, and Local Intelligence Interviews. 

 

Market Scan 

Student researchers were recruited from the Olin Business School at Washington University in 

St. Louis in order to conduct an extensive analysis on economic trends in St. Louis. Data 
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concerning the Market Scan section was gathered from the Brookings Export Nation, the Bureau 

of Economic Analysis, the International Trade Administration, and other databases. This data 

served as the basis in building the Market Survey and Local Intelligence Interview guide and in 

formulating St. Louis’ economic narrative (key industries, major export markets, and potential 

growth areas). 

 

Market Survey 

Students from the Olin Business School at Washington University in St. Louis created an in-

depth survey customized to St. Louis. In crafting the questions for the survey, feedback and 

suggestions were obtained from regional organizations with expert knowledge. These 

organizations include the World Trade Center – St. Louis and Olin Business School at 

Washington University in St. Louis. These questions were reviewed by Olin Business School 

academics with professional survey design expertise to ensure that the questions were formatted 

appropriately for the purposes of the survey with the goal of getting the best responses possible 

for the benefit of St. Louis. Qualtrics, a web-based survey tool, was used to create and distribute 

the survey. In order to obtain the highest response rate possible, the team leveraged its social 

capital to obtain the cooperation of several large industry organizations and associations on the 

GCI Steering Committee. The survey received a total of 201 unique firm responses over the 

course of the survey period. 

 

Local Intelligence Interviews 

Students from the Olin Business School at Washington University in St. Louis, in collaboration 

with the World Trade Center –St. Louis, created an extensive interview guide addressing both 

exporters and non-exporters in St. Louis. The goal was to first inquire into individual business 

experiences in St. Louis pertaining to exports and then to discuss specific strengths and 

weaknesses of the St. Louis export and regional economy. Questions for the interviews were 

heavily based off of the Global Cities Initiative Business Interview Form, regarding general 

company information, regional economic development, exports, and export service providers.4 

To ensure that the answers provided during the interviews were of high quality, the student 

researchers were trained by academic professionals at Washington University in St. Louis. The 

social capital of the Steering Committee was again used to gain audiences with C-level 

executives, ensuring that the interviewees had access to the requested information. In these 

interviews, the representatives from the World Trade Center – St. Louis introduced two of the 

trained student researchers to the companies participating in the interviews. In an interview 

process of about 30-45 minutes, one student researcher would conduct the interview while the 

other student researcher would record the answers and discussion points provided. In total, 13 

companies were interviewed for the purposes of the GCI. 
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Market Assessment 

This data-driven market assessment is the product of data gathered in the Market Scan, Market 

Survey, and Local Intelligence Interviews. This report details the strengths, weaknesses, and 

highlights of St. Louis’ export economy through the analysis of the gathered data (for 

information regarding the data, see the below Data Collection and Analysis section). Historical 

research and grassroots interviews further revealed the metropolitan area’s performance and 

potential. Export potential for St. Louis focuses primarily on key industries and subsectors, 

driven from an analysis of industry concentration against comparable metropolitan economies. 

The information presented here will help form the basis of the St. Louis Export Plan. 

 

Data Collection and Analysis 

This report includes quantitative and qualitative analysis to provide an overall market assessment 

of St. Louis. When conducting the research, the team used many sources, including data from: 

 The Brookings Institution 

 The Bureau of Economic Analysis 

 The United States Census Bureau 

 The International Trade Administration 

 The Bureau of Labor Statistics 

 Other industry and regional reports 

Similar measures, statistics, and industry classifications vary between these sources due to 

differing measurement techniques and processes. Therefore, similar metrics throughout the paper 

may differ slightly due to the use of multiple sources. The insights as a whole, however, are 

similar regardless of the sources used. 

Within individual analyses, the team attempted to use data from the same sources for consistency 

whenever possible. This includes being consistent when using nominal and real gross domestic 

product (GDP) and export data. 

The opinions expressed are those of the research team as of May 2015 and may change as 

subsequent conditions vary. The information and opinions contained in this material are derived 

from proprietary and nonproprietary sources deemed by the research team to be reliable and are 

not necessarily all-inclusive. Reliance upon information in this material is at the sole discretion 

of the reader as new information and data is published frequently. 
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Rationale for Exports 

Dependence of Economic Development 

In a dynamic and increasingly interconnected global economy, international trade plays a crucial 

role in the economic development of metropolitan areas. International trade provides local 

producers increased access to a larger global market, and, at the same time, stronger international 

competition encourages the production of goods and services that a metropolitan area can 

produce more efficiently. This economic specialization of the metropolitan area allows for 

production at higher volumes and provides economies of scale to the exporting organizations, as 

mentioned in Paul Krugman’s Trade Theory.5 The increase in regional production volume leads 

to an increase in regional employment.6 Also, export of goods and services introduces cash flow 

from outside the region into the local economy.7 This cash flow allows the purchase of local 

goods and services, thus increasing the regional consumption, income, and employment.8 The 

global competition encourages innovation, generation of new products, and sourcing of valuable 

technology and resources into the region. By building global relationships with trading partners, 

cities can drive new investments from local and global firms and pursue growth strategies. 

 

U.S. Exports 

To delve deeper into the intricacies of exports and international trade, it is essential to understand 

the exact definition of an export. Emilia Istrate, Jonathan Rothwell, and Bruce Katz of 

Metropolitan Policy Program at Brookings have defined a U.S. export as: 

“A U.S. export is the sale of a good or service made in the United States to a person or business 

residing in a foreign country… The expenditures of foreign students studying in the United States 

are education exports for the United States. The payments made by people and companies from 

outside of the United States to U.S. companies or individuals for the right to use their patents, 

trademarks, or copyrights are U.S. exports of royalties. What makes something a U.S. export is 

not where the transaction takes place, but whether or not the buyer is outside the United 

States.”9 

By the virtue of technological advancements and improved 

connectivity, the share of global output from trade has tripled since 

1950.10 A McKinsey report projects that consumers in emerging 

markets will consume $30 trillion in goods and services by 2025, up 

from $12 trillion in 2010.11 This proliferation of global demand 

presents enormous opportunity to derive economic value through 

exports and permeate this economic value in the local market place by 

creating job opportunities to meet the global demand.  

Total real U.S. GDP has increased at a compound annual growth rate 

(CAGR) of 3.20% from 2009 to 2014. However, export intensity 

(calculated as export value as a percent of GDP) at a national level has 

leveled off after seeing a sharp increase from 10.98% in 2009 to 

13.71% in 2011; the export intensity in 2014 was 13.46%, slightly lower than the high in 2012.12 
13 While the level of national GDP and exports have varied, the composition of U.S. exports has 

http://www.brookings.edu/researc

h/interactives/2013/global-metro-

traits-infographic 
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remained fairly constant between goods, services, and royalties. According to data from the 

United States Census Bureau from 2000-2010, goods have consistently made up around 70.9% 

of national exports while services and royalties made up around 23.5% and 5.6%, respectively.14 

 

Figure 1: U.S. GDP and Export Intensity, 2000-2014 

 

 

Figure 2: Composition of U.S. Exports by Export Type, 2000-2010 

 

 

At a national level, the top two export markets for the U.S. are Canada and Mexico, likely due to 

their close geographic location. While exports to Mexico have been strong over the past five 

years with a 13.25% CAGR, it is mainly emerging markets that have shown strong export 
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growth over the last five years. China (12.24%), South Korea (9.24%), Brazil (10.11%), and 

Hong Kong (14.15%) are among the fastest growing export markets for the U.S. over the last 

five years. While exports to these markets grew at a slower rate or even a negative rate from 

2013-2014, these markets are high priorities for exports as the U.S. and other countries move 

towards global integration and trade.15 

 

Table 1: Top Ten U.S. Export Markets by Total Exports, 2014 

 
Country 

Total Goods Exports 
2014 (USD Billion) 

% Growth 
2013-2014 

5-Year Growth 
CAGR 2009-2014 

1 Canada  $ 312.00  3.90% 8.79% 

2 Mexico  $ 240.30  6.23% 13.25% 

3 China  $ 124.00  1.64% 12.24% 

4 Japan  $ 67.00  2.92% 5.53% 

5 United Kingdom  $ 53.90  13.71% 3.36% 

6 Federal Republic of Germany  $ 49.40  4.22% 2.67% 

7 Korea, South  $ 44.50  6.97% 9.24% 

8 Netherlands  $ 43.70  2.34% 6.23% 

9 Brazil  $ 42.40  -3.85% 10.11% 

10 Hong Kong  $ 40.90  -3.76% 14.15% 

 Grand Total  $ 1,018.10  34.31% 85.58% 

 

 

St. Louis Exports 

Exports directly supported 44,780 jobs in St. Louis in 2013, ranking St. Louis as 23rd in this 

category relative to the other top 100 metro areas in the United States;16 however, St. Louis’ 

export economy has not achieved significant growth over the past decade and has lagged the 

national growth rate. In 2013, St. 

Louis’ export share of GDP was 

11.5%, up from 8.7 % in 2003. 

During the same period, St. Louis’ 

real export grew from $12.8 billion 

in 2003 to $16.2 billion in 2013. 

Post-recession (from 2008 to 

2013), St. Louis’ real export grew 

by only 1.4%, and its real GDP 

saw a marginal 0.8% growth. This 

ranks St. Louis at 64th and 57th in 

the nation for annualized growth 

rate in real exports and real GDP, 

respectively, during 2008-2013. St. 

Louis must evaluate its strengths 

and weaknesses to focus its efforts 

Figure 3: Post-Recession Real GDP and Real Export 

Growth 
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towards improving its positioning in the global market.17 

Utilizing St. Louis GMP data from the Bureau of Economic Analysis18 and St. Louis export data 

from the International Trade Administration19 places St. Louis’ export intensity slightly lower 

than the above analysis from Brookings. However, the patterns at a total level are consistent. St. 

Louis’ GMP has been increasing in the post-recession at a CAGR of 1.93% from 2009-2013. 

While export intensity dropped from 10.16% in 2012 to 8.49% in 2013, the 2013 export intensity 

level was higher than 2005’s level of 5.94%. 

 

Figure 4: St. Louis GMP with Export Composition and Export Intensity, 2005-2013 

 

 

Manufacturing has long been a 

key sector for St. Louis’ 
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2. Motor Vehicles: $1,700 million (10.5% of total exports) 

3. Nonferrous Metal Products: $750 million (4.6% of total exports)  

4. Basic Chemicals: $670 million (4.2% of total exports) 

5. Information Technology Royalties: $480 million (2.9% of total exports) 

Manufacturing has played a pivotal role in St. Louis’ export economy. Almost every 

manufacturing industry has had a positive contribution to St. Louis’ export growth from 2003-

2013.22 This positive contribution is expected to continue as St. Louis leverages its strengths in 

manufacturing moving forward. 

 

Figure 6: St. Louis Manufacturing Industry Contribution to 2003-2013 Export Growth

 

 

Justification for St. Louis Export Development 

Regional leaders have recently convened to develop a comprehensive economic development 

plan for St. Louis. Regional leaders demonstrate an understanding of the necessity of a globally 

competitive economy to St. Louis’ economic prosperity and the role exports play in the creation 

of such an economy. Thus, a region-wide export plan will be developed in an effort to retain, 

expand, and attract talent, financing, and companies to maximize St. Louis’ economic affluence. 
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This effort has been prioritized by local elected officials, business leaders, innovators, residents, 

and leading academic research institutions. 

 

Competitive Global Orientation 

Technology – Recognized as one of the fastest growing areas for total funding for technology 

start-ups in the U.S., St. Louis has a budding and actively growing technology hub. Capital 

spending for technology start-ups increased by 1,221% from November 2013 to October 2014.23 

St. Louis is becoming a thriving technology ecosystem, emphasizing the importance of being 

globally connected and competitive. 

Tourism – St. Louis has a large and active tourism industry. St. Louis receives more than 21 

million visitors each year from around the country and globe. These visitors annually spend 

almost $4.20 billion on goods and services in St. Louis. Outside of the nation’s capital, St. Louis 

features more free attractions than any other city in the U.S., adding to St. Louis’ attractiveness 

to visitors.24 

Education – St. Louis features more than 9 universities and numerous research institutes that 

cover a variety of subjects including medical research, public health, radiology, and urban and 

public policy.25 These institutions conduct groundbreaking research, train the region’s 

workforce, and enable St. Louis to compete on a global level in regards to both human capital 

and infrastructure. 

Shipping Channels – St. Louis is a center for transportation and shipping networks in the U.S. 

More than 32 million tons of freight is handled annually in St. Louis. St. Louis has access to four 

interstate highways, allowing freight from St. Louis to reach anywhere on the mainland U.S. 

within three days. As one of the nation’s leading rail 

centers, St. Louis features six class I rails, two regional 

rails, and three switching rail lines. With the Mississippi 

River available as another transportation network, St. 

Louis waterways offer more than 100 docks and terminal 

facilities. Finally, Lambert-St. Louis International Airport 

provides flights for both commercial and public 

transportation.26 

 

Demographics and Geography 

With a 2014 estimated population of 2.8 million, St. 

Louis is ranked as the largest metropolitan area in 

Missouri and 20th in the U.S.27 The St. Louis community 

includes a diverse range of people. African Americans 

make up a larger percentage of the population in St. Louis 

City relative to the national average.28 29  

With respect to geography, St. Louis is located in the 

heartland of the North American continent and the U.S. 
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As the third largest inland port in the U.S., St. Louis is in a unique position with regards to 

shipping networks. The Mississippi River gives access to sea routes to the Caribbean and South 

America. Highways, railways, and airways allow St. Louis companies to easily ship goods and 

services to any coast and around the globe.30 

 

Employment 

St. Louis is gradually recovering from the recent recession. Total employment for St. Louis is 

returning to pre-recession numbers. Unemployment is on par with the national average 

indicators, with an unemployment rate of 5.9% as of December 2014. From the second quarter to 

the third quarter in 2014, St. Louis was ranked 17th among all metropolitan areas in terms of 

unemployment change, with -0.5 percentage points. Job growth is increasing, though at a lower 

rate than national averages. From the second quarter to the third quarter of 2014, St. Louis was 

ranked 38th among all metropolitan areas in terms of total job growth, with +0.6% percentage 

point change.31 As jobs continue to return to St. Louis, a larger workforce will be required to 

keep the economy at optimal efficiency.  

 

Existing Initiatives 

The Export Missouri initiative was launched by Missouri Governor Jay Nixon in 2013. This 

initiative strives to increase export activity within small- and medium-sized companies in 

Missouri. As part of the initiative, Missouri will open additional trade offices in Toronto, Hong 

Kong, and Singapore.  

To assist companies participating in the initiative, Export Missouri offers a host of services 

including financial services to help small businesses participate in trade shows and missions, 

trade consultation to provide information on potential markets and buyers, and a web-based 

service to showcase companies’ products and identify qualified foreign companies and 

distributors.32 These services offered in Export Missouri fit with the GCI’s global theme and 

synergizes well with the growing industries in St. Louis. 

The Midwest Cargo Hub Commission was established in December 2008 as a joint project 

between the State of Missouri, St. Louis County, and St. Louis City. Its purpose is to develop an 

international freight and commercial hub in St. Louis under a concept known as The Big Idea. 

This idea was authored by U.S. senators Christopher Bond and Claire McCaskill. Under The Big 

Idea, St. Louis would become an international gateway into the American Heartland through 

dedicated cargo flights with connections to Asia, Latin America, and other global markets and 

through the development of a strong economic hub of two-way trade and foreign direct 

investment.33 

The St. Louis Asia Trade Desk was established in January 2012 by a partnership between the 

World Trade Center – St. Louis and former U.S. senator Christopher Bond. The Asia Trade Desk 

provides specialized assistance and support to Missouri companies seeking to do business in 

Asian markets. This includes technical training and business seminars on how to do business in 
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Asia, market research and trade statistics on countries and industries, and trade missions and 

company introductions through high-level government channels.34 

The St. Louis Mosaic Project was launched in 2012 on behalf of the St. Louis Economic 

Development Partnership and the World Trade Center – St. Louis. Highlighting the benefits of 

foreign immigrants to the St. Louis economy, the Mosaic Project’s goal is to transform St. Louis 

into the fastest growing metropolitan area for immigration by 2020 and to promote regional 

prosperity through immigration and innovation.35  
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Market Scan 

Metropolitan Statistical Area Economy and Performance 

GMP and Population 

St. Louis’ nominal gross metropolitan product (GMP) has been growing at an annualized rate of 

1.93% since 2009. While growth rates have varied and were even been negative in 2009, St. 

Louis has realized positive GMP growth. In 2013, St. Louis’ GMP was $145.96 billion, 

representing an increase of 5.6% since 2011.36 However, St. Louis’ output growth has lagged 

behind that of the U.S. as a whole since the first quarter of 2004.37 

 

Figure 8: St. Louis GMP, 2003-2013

 

 

Figure 9: St. Louis and U.S. Output Growth 
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Since GMP data is not available at a granular level for competitive reasons, the team broke down 

St. Louis’ GMP by high-level industry categories. Making a few minor assumptions (see 

Appendix: Assumptions for St. Louis Nominal GMP Share by Industry (Figure 10) 

Analysis) to fill in missing data, the team calculated the share of GMP for eight industry 

categories. Business and Financial Services, accounted for 38.08% of St. Louis’ GMP in 2013. 

The next strongest contributors to St. Louis’ GMP in 2013 were Local/Non-Market Services and 

Manufacturing, representing 26.62% and 13.64%, respectively.38 

 

Figure 10: St. Louis Nominal GMP Share by Industry

 

 

 

The population in St. Louis was 2,797,310 in 2014. While St. Louis’ population declined in the 

1970’s and 1980’s, the population has been growing slowly in recent years.39 From 2010 to 

2014, St. Louis’ population grew at a CAGR of 0.08%.40 This fell below the national population 

growth rate of 0.70% to 0.80% per year over the same time period.41 While St. Louis’ population 

has still not reached the recent high in 2009,42 St. Louis’ population CAGR is projected to 

increase to 0.18% from 2014-2019.43 
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Figure 11: St. Louis Population and Growth, 2004-2014 

 

 

In 2014, over half of St. Louis’ population was in the labor force. The labor force of 1,423,213 

people in 2014 represented a 62.9% labor force participation rate.44 1,318,800 people were 

employed in St. Louis in at the end of 2014.45 After the recession in 2008, the employment rate 

dropped significantly, and, although the local economy was able to pick up from 2009 to 2010, it 

experienced a stalled recovery in 2011 when employment decreased by over 3,000 again.46 

Preliminary estimates put employment numbers in 2015 in line with those from 2005.47 

Moreover, St. Louis’ unemployment rate has closely mirrored that of the U.S. from 2005-2014. 

St. Louis ended 2014 with a 5.90% unemployment rate, slightly higher than that of the U.S. at 

5.60%.48 

 

Figure 12: Unemployment Rates, 2005-2014 
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Employment in St. Louis is fairly dispersed across industries with no single industry accounting 

for more than 20% of total employment. Trade, Transportation, and Utilities is the largest 

industry in terms of employment, employing 18.85% of all employees in St. Louis. Education & 

Health Services and Professional & Business Services are second and third in terms of 

employment with 17.52% and 15.44% of St. Louis employment, respectively.49 

 

Figure 13: St. Louis Employment by Industry, March 2014

 

 

Utilizing Brooking’s location quotient measure (calculated by dividing the industry’s share of 

jobs in St. Louis by the industry’s share of jobs in the U.S.), the team determined that St. Louis’ 

workforce is highly specialized in two industries. In the second quarter of 2014, Education had a 

location quotient of 1.24 while Finance and Insurance had a location quotient of 1.23. Both of 

these industries have increased in specialization over the past four quarters, showing a positive 

change of 1.10% and 2.4%, respectively, and landing in the top 50% of change for St. Louis. 

Other notable industries with high change over the last four quarters include Real Estate and 
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and Leisure and Hospitality (3.30%).50  
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Table 2: St. Louis Industrial Specialization 

Industry Location Quotient (2014 Q2) Change, last four quarters 

Agriculture, forestry, and hunting 0.48 1.10% 

Construction 1.03 3.90% 

Education 1.24 1.10% 

Finance and insurance 1.23 2.40% 

Government 0.75 -1.50% 

Health services 1.15 -0.50% 

Information 1.13 -1.90% 

Leisure and hospitality 1.06 3.30% 

Manufacturing 1.00 0.20% 

Mining (including oil and gas) 0.23 1.80% 

Other services 0.89 -0.20% 

Professional and business services 1.14 3.70% 

Real estate and rental and leasing 1.07 8.10% 

Trade, transportation, and utilities 1.00 0.20% 

 

 

Top Regional Export Industries 

The top exporting industries in St. Louis consist of different types of manufacturing. Whether 

looking at the industries by export value in 2013, export value growth from 2012-2013, or export 

value added in 2013 over 2012, the vast majority of the top industries are manufacturing based. 

These three factors take into account not only the size of the industry’s exports but also the 

growth of the industry’s exports. This growth is accounted for not only in percentage terms but 

also in the raw increase so as to consider high growth rates for industries with a small export 

base. Multiple industries were included on all three top ten lists, including:51 

 Grain and Oilseed Milling 

 Other General Purpose Machinery Manufacturing 

 Nonferrous Metal (except Aluminum) Production and Processing 

 Animal Food Manufacturing 

 Communications Equipment Manufacturing 

These industries have strong exports for St. Louis and are integral for St. Louis’ future in 

exports.  
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Figure 14: St. Louis Top Ten Export Industries by Export Value, 2013

 

Figure 15: St. Louis Top Ten Export Industries by Export Percent Growth, 2013 

 

Figure 16: St. Louis Top Ten Export Industries by Value Added, 2013
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Top Export Markets 

St. Louis’ top three export markets have been consistent from 2011-2013: Canada, Mexico, and 

China. After being the second largest export market in 2011 and 2012, Canada was the leading 

export market for St. Louis with a total value of $1.84 billion in 2013. Mexico moved from third 

largest to second largest in 2013 as China sharply decreased in total export value from St. Louis. 

China was the leading export market in 2011 and grew 33.76% in 2012 to a total value of $2.60 

billion. However, in 2013, St. Louis’ total exports to China fell 38.11% to $1.61 billion, placing 

it third amongst St. Louis export markets.52 

South Korea has been the fourth or fifth export market for St. Louis from 2011-2013. St. Louis’ 

exports to South Korea have been fairly consistent, ranging from $0.56 billion in 2011 to $0.67 

billion in 2012. The last country in the top five export markets for St. Louis has varied from year 

to year; recent countries included on the list are Brazil, Belgium, and Singapore.53 

St. Louis’ top export markets in 2013 are very similar to the top export markets for the U.S. in 

the same year. Canada, Mexico, and China round out the top three in both lists, and the 

remaining countries are usually included on both lists. 

 

Figure 17: St. Louis Top Export Markets by Country and Export Value, 2011-2013
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three important dimensions of an economy: economic size, human capital, and labor market 

structure: 

 Economy size: Total metropolitan population54, Total GMP55, and Total metropolitan 

household income56 

 Employment: Employees on non-farm payrolls57 

 Education: Education index consisting of multiple statistics58 

 Business environment: Total metropolitan number of small businesses59 

After collecting the necessary data for the MSAs across the U.S., the team calculated each 

dimension’s difference for every MSA compared to St. Louis. For each dimension, the team 

selected the top twelve MSAs that were most similar to St. Louis based on these absolute 

differences. 

For each MSA that was included in any of six top twelve lists, the team counted the number of 

dimensions for which it was included in the top twelve lists. The MSAs that were included on the 

highest number of lists were determined to be the most similar to St. Louis. Seven cities were 

comparable on five of the six dimensions: 

 Baltimore-Columbia-Towson, MD 

 Cleveland-Elyria, OH 

 Denver-Aurora-Lakewood, CO 

 Pittsburgh, PA 

 Portland-Vancouver-Hillsboro, OR-WA 

 Riverside-San Bernardino-Ontario, CA 

 Tampa-St. Petersburg-Clearwater, FL 

The team utilized these seven most comparable cities moving forward in the analysis to 

determine which industries have the highest potential to increase their levels of exports and 

which industries may be saturated with exports and have a lower upside for export increase in St. 

Louis. 

 

Top Three High-Potential Export Industries 

The team used data from two separate sources for the analysis of the high-potential export 

industries in St. Louis: the Bureau of Economic Analysis (BEA) and The Brookings Institution. 

The team obtained national GDP data by industry from the BEA and export data, both at a 

national and regional level, by industry from Brookings. However, the BEA and Brookings use 

different variations of industry classifications. Both are variants of The North American Industry 

Classification System (NAICS), which uses a six digit code at the most detailed level to classify 

industries. In order to reconcile these differences, the team compared the classifications and 

created new definitions that reconciled the differences.60 The team created 31 industry 

classifications that highly match the NAICS level-three classifications (see Appendix: 

Reconciled 31 Industries for full list). Using these new industries, the team classified both the 

BEA and Brookings data for the analysis. 
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After reconciling separate industry classifications from the BEA and Brookings, the first step in 

identifying St. Louis’ high potential export industries was to narrow down these 31 industries 

based on national and regional data for St. Louis. This provided 13 attractive industries to focus 

on for more detailed analysis. The team used an index including six economic factors for each 

industry to determine these thirteen industries (see Appendix: Sources of High-Potential 

Export Industry Index Factors for more information): 

 National real GDP in 2013 – this measures the total market size of the industry at a 

national level; the team used this number to quantify the attractiveness of the industry.61  

 National real GDP annualized growth rate from 2005 to 2013 – the team included this 

metric to determine the momentum of the industry at a national level.62 

 National real exports in 2013 – the national level of exports shows the strategic 

importance of each industry in terms of trade.63 

 National real export annualized growth rate from 2003 to 2013 – this shows the 

momentum of export growth at a national level.64 

 St. Louis Metropolitan Statistical Area real exports in 2013 – the regional export data 

provides insight into the strength of the industry in terms of St. Louis MSA exports.65 

 St. Louis Metropolitan Statistical Area real export annualized growth rate from 2003 to 

2013 – this shows the momentum of export growth at a regional level.66 

The team chose these measures to remove the potential pitfalls of the individual metrics. For 

example, if an industry is weak in terms of exports at a national level but strong at the St. Louis 

level, this will be balanced out in the overall index. 

The team ranked each industry on the six metrics with a rank of one denoting the highest level or 

growth rate. To calculate the final index, the team summed the six ranks for each industry and 

then ranked this sum with a rank of one denoting the lowest sum and therefore the highest 

potential. The team selected the top 13 industries in terms of this final index in order to include a 

mix of service and goods industries. The top 13 industries from this analysis were: 

 Information & Technology (“Tech Sector”) 

 Financial Services 

 Engineering Services 

 Support Services 

 Food, Beverage and Tobacco Products 

 Transportation Equipment 

 Educational & Medical Services 

 Computer & Electronic Products 

 Petroleum & Coal Products 

 Machinery Manufacturing 

 Oil & Gas Extraction 

 Primary Metal Manufacturing 

 Management & Legal Services 

The next step in the analysis involved comparing the economic performance of these 13 

industries in St. Louis with the performance in each of the seven comparable cities. Using St. 
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Louis’ comparable cities based on economy size, education, business structure, and employment 

helps make the comparable analysis more meaningful and relevant. This comparison allowed the 

team to further determine which industries have a higher upside potential for exports in St. 

Louis. 

In order to compare all the cities on a common metric, the team used The Brookings Institution’s 

Industry Share of Exports (% relative to U.S.) metric. This metric is calculated by dividing an 

industry’s share of exports in a Metro Statistical Area by that same industry’s share of exports at 

a national level: 

𝐼𝑛𝑑𝑢𝑠𝑡𝑟𝑦 𝐶𝑜𝑛𝑐𝑒𝑛𝑡𝑟𝑎𝑡𝑖𝑜𝑛 (% 𝑟𝑒𝑙𝑎𝑡𝑖𝑣𝑒 𝑡𝑜 𝑈. 𝑆. )

=
𝐼𝑛𝑑𝑢𝑠𝑡𝑟𝑦′𝑠 𝑆ℎ𝑎𝑟𝑒 𝑜𝑓 𝐸𝑥𝑝𝑜𝑟𝑡𝑠 𝑖𝑛 𝑀𝑆𝐴

𝐼𝑛𝑑𝑢𝑠𝑡𝑟𝑦′𝑠 𝑆ℎ𝑎𝑟𝑒 𝑜𝑓 𝐸𝑥𝑝𝑜𝑟𝑡𝑠 𝑖𝑛 𝑈. 𝑆.
∗ 100% 

Comparing the cities on this metric provided a representation of the performance of each 

industry’s exporting activities for St. Louis when compared to similar cities. For example, in the 

figure below, St. Louis’ industry concentrations for Educational & Medical Services, 

Information & Technology, Support Services, Management & Legal Services, Financial 

Services, and Engineering Services are compared with the Riverside-San Bernardino-Ontario, 

CA industry concentrations. 

 

Figure 18: High-Potential Industry Export Analysis Example 
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In the Information & Technology sector, St. Louis has a higher industry export concentration 

than Riverside-San Bernardino-Ontario, CA. This implies that Information & Technology make 

up a larger share of the region’s total exports in St. Louis than in Riverside- San Bernardino-

Ontario, CA. However, Riverside-San Bernardino-Ontario, CA has a higher export concentration 

in the Management & Legal Services industry.  

Using this methodology, the team can see which industries within St. Louis are strong in terms of 

exports, i.e., which industries have a higher export concentration in St. Louis than the identified 

comparable cities. The team can also spot opportunities for growth: high potential industries 

where St. Louis has a lower export concentration than peer metro areas. 

The graph below compares the export concentration of industries that export goods: Beverage & 

Tobacco Products, Transportation Equipment, Petroleum & Coal Products, and Machinery 

Manufacturing. In general, these industries have a higher export concentration in St. Louis than 

in comparable cities. For this reason, these industries represent strong exporting industries in St. 

Louis. 

 

Figure 19: High-Potential Industry Export Analysis for Goods 
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The graph below compares the export concentration of industries that export services: 

Educational & Medical Services, Information & Technology, Support Services, Management & 

Legal Services, Financial Services, and Engineering Services. These industries, in general, have 

a lower export concentration in St. Louis than in comparable cities. For this reason, these 

industries represent opportunities for export expansion. 

 

Figure 20: High-Potential Industry Export Analysis for Services 
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Regional Export Economy and Analysis of Three High-Potential Export Industries 

To analyze these three industries in more depth, the team compared St. Louis against the seven 

comparable cities on the metrics of real total exports (total nominal exports adjusted for 
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inflation), percent share of local exports, annualized export growth rate, and industry export 

concentration for each industry.67  In order to compare each city’s performance in each metric, 

the team used the following equation to create adjusted metrics: 

𝐴𝑑𝑗𝑢𝑠𝑡𝑒𝑑 𝑀𝑒𝑡𝑟𝑖𝑐 𝑓𝑜𝑟 𝐶𝑜𝑚𝑝𝑎𝑟𝑎𝑏𝑙𝑒 𝐶𝑖𝑡𝑦 =
𝐶𝑜𝑚𝑝𝑎𝑟𝑎𝑏𝑙𝑒 𝐶𝑖𝑡𝑦′𝑠 𝑀𝑒𝑡𝑟𝑖𝑐 − 𝑆𝑡. 𝐿𝑜𝑢𝑖𝑠′ 𝑀𝑒𝑡𝑟𝑖𝑐

𝑆𝑡. 𝐿𝑜𝑢𝑖𝑠′ 𝑀𝑒𝑡𝑟𝑖𝑐
 

Plotting these adjusted metrics allowed the team to determine where St. Louis has opportunities 

in terms of exports.  On the graphs in this section, the line labeled with a “0” indicates St. Louis’ 

performance.  Any comparable city’s adjusted metric that lies above the “0” line represents an 

opportunity for St. Louis.  The adjusted metrics can be found in Appendix: Comparable Cities’ 

Adjusted Metrics. 

 

Financial Services 

St. Louis has become one of the most prominent financial services hubs outside New York. 

Since 2007, employment in the financial sector has decreased by 4% nationally.68 In this same 

time, the St. Louis region has supported 10,200 new jobs in the Financial Services industry, for a 

13% overall growth in employment within the industry.69 St. Louis houses a number of well-

known financial services firms such as Edward Jones, Scottrade, Stifel Nicolaus, US Bankcorp 

CDC, MasterCard, Citi Bank, JP Morgan, and Wells Fargo Advisors.70 There are also a large 

number of boutique financial services firms in Clayton, MO, the business district of St. Louis 

County. 

St. Louis is the third most concentrated market for investment advisors, following New York 

City and Boston, with over “$2.8 trillion in assets under management or in custody with four St. 

Louis-headquartered investment companies.”71 St. Louis also supports a large number of 

financial technology startup companies through organizations such as SixThirty, a startup 

accelerator which provides fintech startups with up to $100,000 in seed funding, business 

training, mentoring, and access to follow on funding.72 

When examining the Financial Services industry in terms of exports, the team found that St. 

Louis has a lower industry export concentration, real exports (total nominal exports, adjusted for 

inflation), industry share or exports (percentage of total local exports), and annualized export 

growth rate than several peer cities. In St. Louis’ vibrant ecosystem, there lies tremendous 

opportunity to standout and create a distinct economic specialization around the Financial 

Services industry by increasing the industry share of export and enhancing the industry export 

concentration. 

On the graph below, the concentration of St. Louis exports is represented by the line marked “0”. 

For example, when comparing the real exports of regional financial services, as compared to peer 

cities, St. Louis has more real exports than Cleveland, Pittsburgh, Portland, and Riverside since 

those values fall below zero on the real export line. This graph also demonstrates opportunities 

for export growth, since the St. Louis Financial Services industry has a lower industry share, 

export concentration ratio, and annualized growth rate of real exports than Baltimore, Denver, 

and Tampa, cities which theoretically can support a similar amount of exports as St. Louis. 
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Figure 21: Financial Services Industry Export Analysis

 

 

Engineering Services 

One of the most distinguished engineering firms in the St. Louis region is Boeing International 

Defense Systems. Of the nineteen Fortune 1000 companies headquartered in St. Louis, Boeing is 

the largest employer and revenue generator.73 Boeing is the second largest employer overall in 

the region, with 15,000 local employees in 2014, and revenue of approximately $33 billion in 

2013.74 Boeing serves as both a manufacturer of airplane parts and as an engineering service 

provider in the defense sector. While manufacturing, which consists of 8% of local employment, 

has not experienced job growth in four years, Boeing is creating new jobs.75 In October of 2014, 

Boeing announced plans to create 700 new jobs in the next few years to manufacture parts for 

the 777X commercial airliner.76  

Boeing is a strong advocate for international trade, given that 40% of the total company revenue 

is derived from customers outside the U.S.77 Boeing representatives explain that international 

trade supports the company’s growth and innovation. Tim Keating, Senior Vice President, said, 

“Global partners help make our own products and services better and more competitive, to the 

benefit of all Boeing stakeholders—customers, employees, suppliers and investors—in all parts 

of the world.”78 

The Engineering Services industry encompasses Architectural and Engineering Services, 

Equipment and Installation Services, and Industrial Engineering Services. In addition to larger 

firms such as Boeing, small and medium sized firms such as HOK, a global architecture firm 

with over 1,800 employees, are included under the broader Engineering Services industry 

umbrella.79 
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While the Engineering Services industry in St. Louis has been exporting at a level on par with 

the U.S. national export value, when analyzing exports within the Engineering Services sector, 

the team found that St. Louis has a lower industry share of exports and lower annualized export 

growth rate than Baltimore, Cleveland, Denver, Pittsburgh, Riverside, and Tampa. This indicates 

that the Engineering Services industry makes up a smaller percentage of St. Louis exports than 

Engineering Services in the aforementioned cities. Additionally, a smaller export growth rate 

indicates that the amount of local exports in the Engineering Services industry is not increasing 

as quickly when compared with the comparable cities. This indicates an exporting opportunity 

for Engineering Services within St. Louis. 

 

Figure 22: Engineering Services Industry Export Analysis 

 

 

Information & Technology Services 

The Information & Technology Services industry, or “Tech Sector,” is a St. Louis industry that is 

on the rise. Fortune highlighted St. Louis as one of the fastest growing regions for IT 

employment, citing the 25% increase in tech jobs and 13% increase in tech salaries in 2014 (with 

an average salary of $81,000).80 Additionally, CB Insights, a venture capital database, found that 

St. Louis was the fastest growing city for tech startup financing, with a 1,221% increase in 

funding in 2014.81 Notable tech companies that were founded in St. Louis include Answers.com 

and Square. 

Within the growing entrepreneurial ecosystem in St. Louis, there is a clear focus on technology 

startups. Cultivation Capital, the leading early-stage venture capital firm in the region makes 

numerous investments in tech startups through their Technology Funds I and II.82 Accelerator 

-0.4

-0.2

0

0.2

0.4

0.6

0.8

1

1.2
Real Total Exports

Share of Local Exports

Annualized Export
Growth Rate

Export Concentration

Baltimore

Cleveland

Denver

Pittsburgh

Portland

Riverside

Tampa



36 

 
 

program Capital Innovators, ranked as a top 10 accelerator program in the U.S. by Forbes,83 

invests capital in high-technology companies. T-Rex, a coworking space and technology 

incubator, has created a cohesive community for tech entrepreneurs to grow their businesses and 

share ideas.84 The profitable consolidation of firms in the technology industry such as the 

acquisition of Answers.com by Apax partners could contribute to the creation of a stable 

oligopoly in the future. 

Other organizations seek to increase the diversity of the technology industry workforce. Prosper 

Capital Accelerator only invests in women-led startups, many of which are technology-

focused.85 In Prosper’s first six investments in 2015, four companies, Bookalokal, Champio, 

KiteReaders, and Wondermento, were technology startups.86 Another organization focused on 

diversity in tech is St. Louis-based, nonprofit LaunchCode which was founded by Square 

founder Jim McKelvey. LaunchCode trains software developers and connects underemployed 

tech professionals with top-level employers through paid internships and full-time placements.87 

LaunchCode has placed workers in 10 states, has a 90% conversion rate of apprenticeships to full 

time jobs, and has been recognized by President Barack Obama as a national model.  

With a lower barrier to entry and significant growth rate, the Information & Technology Services 

industry is structurally attractive for new entrants. In this Information & Technology Services 

space, St. Louis has a larger number of real exports, a higher percentage industry share, a higher 

growth rate, and a higher industry concentration than several comparable cities. However, St. 

Louis has a significantly lower amount of real exports, percentage industry share, and export 

growth rate than both Baltimore and Denver. This represents an opportunity for export growth in 

St. Louis. 

 

Figure 23: Information & Technology Services Industry Export Analysis 
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Market Survey 

The team collected over 200 survey responses as of May 5, 2015. The survey was sent through 

the economic organizations and associations associated with the GCI Steering Committee 

members to all of their constituents. The team used the Brookings Sample Business Survey as a 

reference and tailored it to the St. Louis metropolitan area.88 The survey provided insights into 

the state of St. Louis’ exporting activity and will continue to be distributed throughout June 

2015. 

The companies that responded to the survey were scattered throughout St. Louis and ranged in 

size and industry. The majority of the company representatives were based in St. Louis County 

and St. Charles County; however, there were a significant number of respondents in Madison 

County and St. Louis City as well. These figures reflect a high concentration of businesses in 

these counties. 

Around a quarter of the companies employed over 250 people in the St. Louis region and another 

quarter only employed 1-10 people.  The remainder of the companies were split evenly between 

these ranges. Among survey respondents, this reflects the diverse business community in the 

region.  

Close to fifty percent of the companies do not export and, of those that did export, the vast 

majority exported goods. As indicated by the survey, most of the exported goods are from other 

manufacturing industries not listed in the survey. This strongly reflects St. Louis’ advanced 

manufacturing background. Almost 50% of the companies that exported services were involved 

in Business, Professional and Technical services. 

 

Table 3: Survey Respondents Exporting Goods by Industry 

# Answer Response % 

1 Agriculture 5 8% 

2 Mining 4 6% 

3 Chemicals 12 19% 

4 Computers and Electronics 7 11% 

5 Electrical Machinery 6 10% 

6 Food 6 10% 

7 Machinery 13 21% 
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8 Medical Devices 9 15% 

9 Petroleum and Coal, Related Products 6 10% 

10 Plastics, Rubber 4 6% 

11 Transportation Equipment 6 10% 

12 Other Manufacturing (other than above) 23 37% 

13 Other 20 32% 

 

Lastly, when asked what the local government could do to help the companies export, many of 

companies requested workshops to educate small- to medium-sized companies on how to export. 

Another suggestion was hosting trade shows and conferences to introduce local companies to 

foreign business partners.  

The four main reasons that representatives of exporting companies claimed that they exported 

were: 

 Direct sales opportunities (60%) 

 A company or contact in a foreign country selected their company (56%) 

 A prior relationship or prior experience with companies or contacts in those countries 

(49%) 

 And/or due to the distributors in those countries (42%).  

These findings are significant as they reflect the overall business environment in St. Louis with 

regards to exports. The 60% figure representing direct sales opportunities shows that the global 

export market provides opportunities for local companies to grow their sales outside of the U.S.  

It is important to note that such large percentages of companies began exporting because of 

relationships with a foreign company, customer, or distributor. During local intelligence 

interviews, the team found that many local companies did not create strategic export plans and 

proceed accordingly. Rather, companies often began exporting after becoming aware of a 

specific opportunity presented to them by a known partner or customer. These statistics 

contribute to a similar narrative. 

These responses imply that a global demand, and thus an opportunity to venture into global 

marketplace, exists but that many St. Louis firms are not proactively taking advantage of this 

opportunity. Instead, they are waiting until the opportunity comes to them. There is untapped 

potential for many firms to export to foreign markets should they take the initiative to 

strategically plan exporting activities. Still, 61% exporting companies reported that exports 

consisted of less than 15% of their total sales. 
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The majority of the representatives of non-exporting companies claimed they did not export 

because their company’s product/service could not be exported (65%). Many claimed that the 

nature of their business did not lend itself to exports. A closer analysis, however, found that this 

was rarely the case. Rather, many of these firms did not fully understand the provided definition 

of “export” or the types of products and services which can be exported. 

Regardless of semantics, many firms face significant challenges with regards to the costs 

associated with exporting (transportation, tariffs, customs, etc.), paired with a lack of available 

financing for these projects. 

When asked what the most significant challenges were when exporting, respondents were given 

the opportunity to give multiple answers. The challenge that the most number of respondents 

indicated was knowledge of foreign markets (23%). Other significant challenges included:  

 Global sales contracts, contract negotiation (21%) 

 Foreign import control laws, regulatory compliance, inspections, tariffs (20%) 

 Transportation costs (20%) 

 Foreign government regulations/policies (19%) 

 U.S. export control laws, regulatory compliance, licensing, inspections, and tariffs (19%) 

The spread amongst respondents was fairly even amongst the given answers. These responses 

highlight challenges with regard to both company operations and government policies. However, 

a more comprehensive knowledge of foreign markets would alleviate some of these challenges. 

A better understanding of the potential and risks associated with foreign markets would help the 

firms secure more accurate contracts and estimate transportation costs. It would also allow for a 

better awareness of foreign regulations and policies regarding import laws, regulatory 

compliance, inspections, and tariffs. 

When asked if they had received export-related assistance from government or nonprofit 

providers, only 22% of respondents reported that they had received assistance. Of the 

respondents who did receive assistance, the top providers they identified were: 

 The U.S. Commercial Service (60%) 

 State-level agencies focused on trade or export development (52%) 

 Nonprofit associations or organizations focused on trade or international business issues 

(52%) 

Ninety-five percent of respondents rated their services from government providers as “excellent” 

or “good,” while only 57% of respondents rated their services from nonprofit providers as 

“excellent” or “good.” This implies that more small- and medium-sized firms could benefit from 

government-provided services and assistance. 

When asked if they had received export financing from a government or nonprofit entity, only 

13% answered “yes.” Of the companies who did not receive financing, 94% indicated that they 

did not apply for export financing from a public/governmental entity, six percent did not qualify 

for export financing under stated criteria, and three percent indicated that the public entity did 

not have sufficient funds. This shows that the vast majority of respondents did not reach the step 
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of applying for export financing. Further research could elucidate why so few firms pursued this 

option. 

When asked if they had received export related assistance from for-profit providers, only 9% of 

respondents had received assistance. Of the respondents who did receive assistance, 76% of 

respondents rated their service from for-profit providers as “excellent” or “good.” Similar to 

government and nonprofit export services, for-profit services appear to be underutilized by St. 

Louis firms. 

When asked which programs and services the federal, state, or local governments could provide 

in the future, respondents were able to select multiple answers. The most selected options for 

future programs and services included: 

 Reduce taxes/government overhead (29%) 

 Export related training workshops designed for small and medium sized businesses 

(27%) 

 Streamline export related government paperwork and procedures (23%) 

 Events such as trade shows and conferences designed to introduce and match new-to-

export businesses to prospective foreign business partners (23%) 

 Expand free trade deal activity (22%) 

These responses imply that St. Louis firms have an interest in exporting, but they may not be 

sure how to best navigate the process or are inhibited by real or perceived regulatory constraints. 

Due to the popularity of the selecting answer choices advocating export workshops and trade 

shows, firms may be unaware of existing programs by export-focused organizations. 

When respondents were asked to report their top current export markets, the most commonly 

selected countries were Canada, United Kingdom, China, Mexico, and Brazil. This aligns very 

well with the earlier export market analysis in the Market Scan section. Canada and Mexico are 

top export markets for the U.S. given their close geographic proximity. The lack of a language 

barrier between the United States and the United Kingdom facilitates business relationships. 

China and Brazil are a major foreign markets with growing economies.  

When asked if they import, 29% of respondents did answer “yes.” The value of imports ranged 

from under $50,000 to over $100 million. The ranges of import values can be found below. The 

29% value for respondents that do import indicates foreign relationships with companies 

overseas. These relationships can be used to further develop export agreements between 

companies in St. Louis and these foreign markets. 

 

Table 4: Importing Survey Respondents by Import Value 

# Answer Response % 

1 Less than $50,000 11 21% 
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2 $50,001-$100,000 4 8% 

3 $100,001-$250,000 7 13% 

4 $250,001-$1,000,000 4 8% 

5 $1,000,001-$10,000,000 12 23% 

6 $10,000,001-$25,000,000 4 8% 

7 $25,000,001-$100,000,000 7 13% 

8 More than $100 million 4 8% 

 Total 53 100% 

 

When asked about the top five countries from which the companies import, the top markets 

identified were China (34 respondents), Japan (9 respondents), Mexico (9 respondents), Canada 

(7 respondents), and the United Kingdom, India, and Italy (each identified by 6 respondents). 

These respondents’ answers are significant not only because they identify common importing 

markets for St. Louis but also because they indicate foreign markets that have significant and 

strong exporting economy. This in turn identifies economies significant enough to support major 

trade agreements with St. Louis-based companies. 

The survey insights are extremely valuable because they will help the team moving forward to 

develop short- and long-term solutions to take advantage of St Louis’ export potential. For the all 

of the survey’s questions and responses from which the above insights were derived, see 

Appendix: Survey Questions and Responses. 
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Local Intelligence Interviews 

As of May 5, 2015, the team completed one-on-one interviews with 13 local companies. In these 

interviews, the team asked company representatives questions from the Global Cities Initiative 

Business Interview Form,89 regarding general company information, regional economic 

development, exports, and exports service providers. Some of the companies represented have 

extensive export operations while others do not currently export. These interviews will continue 

throughout June 2015. 

 

Challenges 

During the one-on-one interviews with local St. Louis companies, the team sought to understand 

the challenges that exporters face and the tradeoffs companies are forced to make when starting 

or expanding their exports. Companies were asked questions such as “What obstacles do you 

face in considering exporting?” and “Do workforce issues in this region limit your ability to 

grow through exports?” 

Throughout the interviews, the company representatives across various industries identified five 

main challenges: incorporating exports into a domestic business model, navigating different 

cultural and regulatory environments, establishing trust with foreign partners, building brand 

equity, and finding local managers with the appropriate skill set to manage export initiatives. 

First, many companies, especially small- and medium-size companies, find it difficult to 

integrate exports into purely domestic strategies. Since foreign markets are ambiguous and have 

rules that can be complicated, many firms are reluctant to invest a large amount of resources to 

strategically export. Managers perceive that entering new markets will be difficult, causing 

exports to become a lower priority for many smaller firms. 

Second, it is difficult for companies to navigate through the political, cultural, and regulatory 

environment of other countries. For example, one company revealed that the customs regulations 

in China changed several times a year and that it was frustrating to know that documents created 

a few months prior were rejected under new regulations. Moreover, each country has its own 

regulations and compliance rules. Therefore, exporting to multiple countries can seem like 

undertaking a discouraging and risky task many times. Navigating cultural differences can also 

be daunting for companies who have never worked with those cultures in the past. 

One manager mentioned that he struggled not to offend Japanese partners since he does not drink 

tea. This shows the necessity of being more informed when forging business relationship and of 

developing cultural sensitivity. 

Third, coordinating and establishing trust with foreign partners – brokers, distributors, and sales 

representatives – can be difficult. With different locations and time zones, it is difficult for 

domestic managers to monitor the performance effectively. Many companies had to distinguish 

good sales representatives through trial and error, and this can be timely and costly for a 

company first beginning to export. 

Fourth, establishing brand equity in a new market requires a clear strategy. As with any new 

market, it takes time for a company to learn the best way to present its product under an 
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unfamiliar context. Some companies identified trade fairs and relationship building on the 

ground in foreign markets as ways to better understand the specific needs of each country. 

Lastly, several companies identified that finding managers with the appropriate skill set to 

manage export initiatives was difficult within the St. Louis area. Local employers seek to recruit 

talented people with language skills, cultural sensitivity, and a strong understanding of the global 

business landscape.  However, companies alluded that these applicants were difficult to find and 

hire in St. Louis. 

 

Reasons for export 

Another element of the team’s interviews was gaining an understanding for why current 

exporters decided to start exporting initially. Company representatives were asked questions such 

as “What is driving your interest in expanding into exporting?” Managers pointed to expanding 

their addressable market and obtaining a larger profit margin abroad. 

First, exporting increases a company’s addressable market. Especially for businesses that serve a 

saturated domestic market, bringing their product or service abroad can help the company exploit 

new business opportunities. For example, medical devices that are FDA approved and considered 

standard in the U.S. may have opportunities in emerging markets or countries with different 

regulatory environments. 

Second, some companies can obtain a higher profit margin in international markets. For 

example, companies who are technology leaders in the U.S. may have a first-mover advantage, 

and thus fewer competitors, abroad. Companies have the opportunity to bring cutting-edge 

technology to countries that currently do not have access to it. 

 

Future ideas 

The last element of the interview was intended to gain insight from managers about their ideas 

for the future. Interviewees were asked questions such as “Only 1% of U.S. firms export. Why 

do you think the U.S. figure is so low?” and “How could federal/state/local government help you 

to export more or begin exporting?” Three key ideas that emerged from the interviews as ways 

that the World Trade Center – St. Louis and other organizations can help increase exports in the 

region are to launch an export-focused marketing campaign, to educate companies about 

shipping practices, and to make St. Louis a more desirable place to work and do business. 

First, a regional marketing campaign would educate companies about the economic benefits of 

exports, how to begin or grow export operations, and how to incorporate exports into an overall 

business strategy.  It would also increase awareness of the services currently offered in St. Louis 

to help with exporting initiatives. 

Second, educating companies about effective shipping practices could demystify the logistics of 

exporting. Being in a central location, St. Louis has access to eastern, western, and southern 

ports, and an educational program could teach companies about how to ship goods abroad while 

minimizing costs.  
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Finally, by supporting region-wide initiatives to make St. Louis a better place to work and play, 

export-focused organizations can contribute indirectly to the factors that make the St. Louis 

region a more desirable place for top talent to work and companies to do business. While this 

would likely not be the primary focus of an export-focused organization, it presents an 

opportunity for future partnerships. 
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Conclusion 

The ultimate profit potential of St. Louis in terms of export and diversification through the 

creation of a global trade ecosystem depends on the collective strengths of the Financial Services 

industry, Engineering Services industry, and Information & Technology Services industry. These 

three industries complement each other by creating a demand for services, investments, support 

structure, and capacity utilization. The technological progress and value creation in each of these 

industries contribute to the expanding export economy of St. Louis region. The paucity of current 

contributions to exports in each of these industries, despite the thriving microeconomic and 

macroeconomic conditions, presents a momentous opportunity to significantly increase export 

values by leveraging existing capital and resources such as infrastructure and workforce and by 

creating a competitive position in the global and national market.  

Key challenges that companies currently face when deciding to export include knowledge of 

foreign markets such cultural norms, businesses practices, and regulatory procedures, the 

incorporation of an export plan into a domestic strategy, and the search for appropriately skilled 

managers to oversee export operations. The goal of the forthcoming St. Louis Metropolitan 

Export Plan is to address these difficulties through targeted programs and services. Through 

survey responses and interviews, local managers have suggested several ideas for future 

programs and services that can facilitate the export process for local companies. These ideas 

include reduced taxes and government overhead, export-related training workshops designed for 

small- and medium-sized businesses, educational marketing campaigns, and trade shows 

designed to match exporting companies with prospective business partners. 
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Appendix 

Assumptions for St. Louis Nominal GMP Share by Industry (Figure 10) Analysis 

Since detailed GMP data by industry is not readily available at the St. Louis MSA level, the team 

made several assumptions to aggregate St. Louis’ GMP data by industry:i 

 Manufacturing 

o Includes all manufacturing industries with available data 

 Business and Financial Services 

o Includes Information, Business, and Financial Services industries 

 Local/Non-Market Services 

o Includes Education, Arts, Other, and Government industries 

 Commodities 

o Includes Agriculture and Mining 

o Since Mining industry data was not available, the team assumed that Mining 

made up the same percent (0.54%) of St. Louis GMP in 2013 as Agriculture 

 Utilities 

o Includes all utilities industries with available data 

 Transportation 

o Includes all transportation industries with available data 

 Trade 

o Includes Wholesale and Retail Trade industries 

 Construction 

o Since Construction industry data was not available, the team assumed that 

Construction made up the remainder of St. Louis’ GMP at 3.57% 

 

Sources and Explanations of Comparable Cities Factors 

Total metropolitan population: 2014 estimates of metropolitan populations from the United 

States Census Bureauii 

Total GMP: 2013 gross domestic product by metropolitan area in current dollars from the Bureau 

of Economic Analysisiii 

                                                           
i Bureau of Economic Analysis. (n.d.). Regional Data: GDP and Personal Income. Retrieved from Bureau of 

Economic Analysis: 

http://www.bea.gov/itable/iTable.cfm?ReqID=70&step=1#reqid=70&step=10&isuri=1&7003=200&7035=-

1&7004=naics&7005=-1&7006=41180&7036=-1&7001=2200&7002=2&7090=70&7007=2013&7093=levels 
ii United States Census Bureau. (n.d.). Annual Estimates of the Resident Population: April 1, 2010 to July 1, 2014 - 

United States -- Metropolitan and Micropolitan Statistical Area; and for Puerto Rico  . Retrieved from United States 

Census Bureau: http://factfinder.census.gov/faces/tableservices/jsf/pages/productview.xhtml?src=bkmk 
iii Bureau of Economic Analysis. (n.d.). Regional Data: GDP and Personal Income. Retrieved from Bureau of 

Economic Analysis: 

http://www.bea.gov/itable/iTable.cfm?ReqID=70&step=1#reqid=70&step=10&isuri=1&7003=200&7035=-

1&7004=naics&7005=-1&7006=41180&7036=-1&7001=2200&7002=2&7090=70&7007=2013&7093=levels 
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Total metropolitan household income: total metropolitan household income in 2013 inflation-

adjusted dollars from the United States Census Bureauiv 

Employees on non-farm payrolls: employment on non-farm payrolls from the Bureau of Labor 

Statisticsv 

Education index: the team used eight different education-related factors from The Brookings 

Institution to determine the most comparable cities to St. Louis; for a metropolitan to be 

considered comparable, it’s metric had to be within one standard deviation of St. Louis’ metric 

for all eight factors; the top twelve closest cities were then selected from this smaller list based 

on the average years of education attained:vi 

 Average years of education attained by average adult age 25 and older, 2010 

 Share of population aged 25 and older with less than a high school diploma, 2010 

 Share of population aged 25 and older with a high school diploma, 2010 

 Share of population aged 25 and older with some college, 2010 

 Share of population aged 25 and older with associate's degree, 2010 

 Share of population aged 25 and older with bachelor's degree, 2010 

 Share of population aged 25 and older with master's degree, 2010 

 Share of population aged 25 and older with PhD or professional degree, 2010 

Total metropolitan number of small businesses: number of businesses with less than 500 

employees in 2011 from the U.S. Small Business Administrationvii 

 

Reconciled 31 Industries 

 Agriculture 

 Forestry, & Fishing 

 Oil, & Gas Extraction 

 Mining 

 Food, Beverage and Tobacco Products 

 Textile Mills and Textile Product Mills 

 Apparel, Leather and Allied Products 

 Wood Product Manufacturing 

 Paper Manufacturing 

 Printing & Related Activities 

 Petroleum & Coal Products 

                                                           
iv United States Census Bureau. (n.d.). HOUSEHOLD INCOME IN THE PAST 12 MONTHS (IN 2013 INFLATION-

ADJUSTED DOLLARS). Retrieved from United States Census Bureau: 

http://factfinder.census.gov/faces/tableservices/jsf/pages/productview.xhtml?src=bkmk 
v Bureau of Labor Statistics. (n.d.). Table 3. Employees on nonfarm payrolls by state and metropolitan area. 

Retrieved from Bureau of Labor Statistics: http://www.bls.gov/news.release/metro.t03.htm#sa_table3.f.2 
vi Rothwell, J. (2012, August 29). Education, Job Openings, and Unemployment in Metropolitan America. Retrieved 

from Brookings: http://www.brookings.edu/research/papers/2012/08/29-education-gap-rothwell#M10420 
vii U.S. Small Business Administration. (n.d.). Firm Size Data: State & MSA data including multiple tables. 

Retrieved from U.S. Small Business Administration: https://www.sba.gov/advocacy/firm-size-data 
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 Chemical Manufacturing 

 Plastics & Rubber Products 

 Nonmetallic Mineral Products 

 Primary Metal Manufacturing 

 Fabricated Metal Products 

 Machinery Manufacturing 

 Computer & Electronic Products 

 Electrical Equipment & Appliances 

 Transportation Equipment 

 Furniture & Related Products 

 Miscellaneous Manufacturing 

 Management & Legal Services 

 Support Services 

 Financial Services 

 Insurance Services 

 Engineering Services 

 Freight & Heavy Industry 

 Information 

 Educational & Medical Services 

 Travel & Tourism 

 

Sources of High-Potential Export Industry Index Factors 

 National real GDP in 2013: data from the Bureau of Economic Analysisviii  

 National real GDP annualized growth rate from 2005 to 2013: data from the Bureau of 

Economic Analysis ix 

 National real exports in 2013: data from The Brookings Institutionx 

 National real export annualized growth rate from 2003 to 2013: data from The Brookings 

Institution xi 

 St. Louis Metropolitan Statistical Area real exports in 2013: data from The Brookings 

Institution xii 

 St. Louis Metropolitan Statistical Area real export annualized growth rate from 2003 to 

2013: data from The Brookings Institution xiii 

                                                           
viii Bureau of Economic Analysis. (n.d.). Current-dollar and "real" GDP. Retrieved from National Economic 

Accounts: http://bea.gov/national/index.htm 
ix Ibid. 
x The Brookings Institution. (n.d.). Metros. Retrieved from Export Nation - 2013 Data Release: 

https://app.box.com/s/0fubpxinopswtji1xmni 
xi Ibid. 
xii Ibid. 
xiii Ibid. 



53 

 
 

Comparable Cities’ Adjusted Metrics 

The data used to create the below adjusted metrics is from Brookings.xiv 

 

Table 5: Comparable Cities' Adjusted Metrics: Financial Services 

  
Real Total 

Exports 

Share of 
Local 

Exports 

Annualized 
Export 
Growth 

Rate 
Export 

Concentration 

Baltimore 
     
0.753424  

     
1.419868  

     
1.419868     (0.124848) 

Cleveland 
   
(0.202120) 

   
(0.004925) 

   
(0.004925)    (0.282106) 

Denver 
     
0.840395  

     
1.293676  

     
1.293676     (0.199219) 

Pittsburgh 
   
(0.447200) 

   
(0.269165) 

   
(0.269165)    (0.076015) 

Portland 
   
(0.318109) 

   
(0.585045) 

   
(0.585045)    (0.102791) 

Riverside 
   
(0.372944) 

   
(0.064468) 

   
(0.064468)    (0.205746) 

Tampa 
     
0.503444  

     
1.713576  

     
1.713576     (0.025154) 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

                                                           
xiv Ibid. 



54 

 
 

Table 6: Comparable Cities' Adjusted Metrics: Engineering Services 

  
Real Total 

Exports 

Share of 
Local 

Exports 

Annualized 
Export 
Growth 

Rate 
Export 

Concentration 

Baltimore 
     
0.581439  

     
1.182515  

     
1.182515       0.310549  

Cleveland 
   
(0.184954) 

     
0.016484  

     
0.016484       0.071055  

Denver 
     
0.642548  

     
1.047100  

     
1.047100       0.300883  

Pittsburgh 
     
0.262543  

     
0.669158  

     
0.669158       0.316641  

Portland 
     
0.188013  

   
(0.277051) 

   
(0.277051)      0.318899  

Riverside 
     
0.265555  

     
0.888135  

     
0.888135     (0.056260) 

Tampa 
   
(0.017916) 

     
0.772569  

     
0.772569     (0.095025) 

 

 

Table 7: Comparable Cities' Adjusted Metrics: Information & Technology Services 

  
Real Total 

Exports 

Share of 
Local 

Exports 

Annualized 
Export 
Growth 

Rate 
Export 

Concentration 

Baltimore 
     
0.454868  

     
1.007837  

     
1.007837       0.032822  

Cleveland 
   
(0.666548) 

   
(0.584135) 

   
(0.584135)    (0.298177) 

Denver 
     
0.432636  

     
0.785488  

     
0.785488     (0.251949) 

Pittsburgh 
   
(0.183303) 

     
0.079722  

     
0.079722     (0.114176) 

Portland 
   
(0.502972) 

   
(0.697540) 

   
(0.697540)    (0.359282) 

Riverside 
   
(0.634928) 

   
(0.455334) 

   
(0.455334)    (0.051014) 

Tampa 
   
(0.377703) 

     
0.123188  

     
0.123188     (0.326934) 
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