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INTRODUCTION
Throughout much of the 20th century, prosperity in Spartanburg County was tied to its thriving textile
mills. But fundamental changes in the global economy in more recent decades led to a near total collapse
of the domestic textile industry. Like many communities throughout the Carolinas and Southeast,
Spartanburg County remains in the process of reinventing itself in response to these new economic
realities. There have been many successes along the way. The community’s manufacturing sector, for one,
is thriving, diversified, and modern. But the world continues to change, and its economy is increasingly
knowledge-based across all sectors. Spartanburg County is less well-positioned to compete in this
emerging environment. Additionally, there is ample evidence to suggest that many residents in the
community have not benefitted from its recent economic successes and are in fact falling further behind.
Community leaders in Spartanburg County understand that bold actions are required to secure the
community’s desired future. A highly engaged group of public, private, and non-profit leaders have come
together to launch a comprehensive effort to make Spartanburg County a more successful and prosperous
place and to improve the quality of life for its current and future residents. This process will be facilitated
by Market Street Services and will result in a holistic and comprehensive community and economic
development strategy that addresses the full range of factors that influence a region’s prosperity – from its
talent and economic structure to its quality of life and place.
This Community Assessment represents the critical first step in that process. It examines a wide variety of
demographic, socioeconomic, economic, and quality of life indicators to tell a story about the community
and uncover its key strengths, weaknesses, assets, and challenges. This quantitative research was paired
with extensive community input obtained through a stakeholder input phase that reached hundreds of
community members via focus groups and one-on-one interviews. Further, an online survey available to all
members of the community received 3,180 responses. The number of survey responses is among the
highest of any community where Market Street Services has ever worked – a true testament to the
Spartanburg County community’s commitment to its future. This extensive qualitative input is combined
with in-depth quantitative research into eight key stories that encapsulate many of the key issues affecting
Spartanburg County:
1)

Low Educational Attainment and Signs of a Growing Gap

2)

Spartanburg County’s Economy: A Competitive Edge in Manufacturing and Transportation Bolsters
Prosperity

3)

Uneven Prosperity and Rapid Growth in Childhood Poverty Threaten Long-Term Outcomes

4)

Homegrown Talent: Raising Standards and Retaining the Best and Brightest

5)

A Significant Need for Young Talent in a Challenging Regional Environment

6)

Quality of Life and Place Enhancements are Vital to Better Talent Attraction and Retention

7)

Entrepreneurship: Unrealized Potential

8)

Community Cohesion and Identity: From a Mill Village History to #OneSpartanburg
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PROJECT OVERVIEW
The six-phase research and strategic planning process will last approximately nine months, concluding in
October 2016. A diverse Steering Committee comprised of representatives from the public, private, and
non-profit sectors will guide this process and ensure that it lays a foundation that allows people and
businesses to thrive and wealth to accumulate.

Phase 1: Stakeholder Input
The Stakeholder Input phase will inform every subsequent phase of the strategic planning process. Market
Street gathered community input via one-on-one interviews and focus groups with key stakeholders, and a
community-wide online survey. Collectively, these input techniques reached thousands of community
members. The online survey alone received 3,180 responses – one of the highest totals in any Market Street
client community. The findings from input are incorporated into the Community Assessment in order to
form a holistic view of how community preferences align with the community and economic development
opportunities of Spartanburg County.

Phase 2: Community Assessment
The Community Assessment answers the question: “How is Spartanburg County doing?” Using original
quantitative research and qualitative input gathered from Phase 1, Market Street has developed a detailed
examination of Spartanburg County’s competitiveness as a place to live, work, visit, and do business. The
findings are integrated into key “stories” facing Spartanburg County, and it answers key questions about
the county’s people, its quality of place, and economic structure issues that impact the county’s ability to
create lasting prosperity for its residents.

Phase 3: Target Business Analysis
Incorporating many of the findings of the previous phases, the Target Business Analysis will identify those
business sectors that align with Spartanburg County’s competitive strengths and have the greatest
potential to drive future growth and wealth creation in the county. Special consideration will be given to
those sectors that have the highest potential for diversification and lead to high-wage opportunities for
workers in the Spartanburg County area. The primary goal of this phase in the strategic planning process is
to identify the best opportunities for Spartanburg County to diversify and strengthen its economic base
through existing business expansion, recruitment, and entrepreneurship.

Phase 4: Marketing Review
The Target Business Analysis will be complemented by a Marketing Review that will review the viability of
existing economic development marketing programs and identify potential enhancements to future efforts.
Using best-practices examples and Market Street’s institutional knowledge, the Marketing Review will
review existing marketing efforts being led by the Spartanburg Area Chamber and its partners to market
the county as an attractive place for private investment. Recommendations will be made as necessary to
ensure that marketing efforts are efficient, effective, and align with the opportunities for investment
identified in the Target Business Analysis.
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Phase 5: Spartanburg County Community and Economic Development Strategy
Using the findings from the previous research phases as the initial framework, Market Street will facilitate a
series of discussions with the Steering Committee to determine what overarching goals and potential
action steps should be included in the Community and Economic Development Strategy. The Strategy will
be holistic and inclusive of the many components that affect the county’s ability to be a prosperous
community. The Strategy will serve as a tool unifying constituencies behind a consensus blueprint for its
activities and associated strategies that position Spartanburg County for continued success in economic
development.

Phase 6: Implementation Plan
While the Spartanburg County Community and Economic Development Strategy outlines what
Spartanburg County must do to be a more prosperous community, the Implementation Plan outlines how
this will be accomplished. The Implementation Plan will put the Strategy’s recommendations into action
until the strategic goals are achieved. Market Street will develop both activity measures and performance
benchmarks to provide a clear process for evaluating progress over the course of the Strategy’s
implementation.
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COMMUNITY ASSESSMENT
This assessment examines the competitive issues facing Spartanburg County by evaluating them through
the lens of what Market Street believes to be the three critical aspects of a community: its people, the
community as a place, and the levels of prosperity enjoyed by community residents. Findings related to
these key community attributes are incorporated into nine key stories that weave into a broader narrative
about the current realities, key successes, and remaining challenges facing Spartanburg County. These
stories emerged from public input provided by residents in Spartanburg County, as well as in-depth
analysis of data covering demographic, socioeconomic, economic, and quality of life trends within the
community. Collectively, they help take stock of conditions in Spartanburg County as they presently exist
and identify some of the top issue areas that warrant strategic attention.
FOCUS GROUPS AND INTERVIEWS: A thorough assessment of a community’s strengths, weaknesses,
opportunities, and challenges must be informed by input from the people that live and work in the area.
With that in mind, a series of focus groups and interviews with individuals from the community’s public,
private, and non-profit sectors was conducted in January 2016. The input gathered during these
discussions has been summarized and incorporated into this Assessment when relevant and appropriate,
and is differentiated throughout the report by red text.
ONLINE SURVEY: In addition to in-person input solicited via focus groups and interviews, an online
community survey was open to the public for roughly two weeks in February 2016 to capture an even
wider net of community input beyond focus groups and interviews. A total of 3,180 residents, workers,
and business leaders responded to the survey – a strong response rate for a community of
Spartanburg’s size. Survey respondents provided the necessary input that will help ensure that this
assessment and the forthcoming strategy are well-informed and mindful of the needs, wants, and opinions
of stakeholders in Spartanburg County.
DATA SOURCES: A variety of public and private data sources are used throughout this Assessment. A
great deal of information is drawn from the U.S. Census Bureau and other public sources including the
Bureau of Labor Statistics (BLS), the Bureau of Economic Analysis (BEA), the South Carolina Department of
Education, and the Internal Revenue Service (IRS). Proprietary data covering economic composition are
provided by Economic Modeling Specialists, International (EMSI).
COMPARISON COMMUNITIES: Throughout this assessment, Spartanburg County is utilized as the
primary geographic unit of analysis. In addition to state and national trends, the region’s performance is
benchmarked against three other counties with which it shares certain characteristics and/or competes for
jobs, workers, and investment: York County, SC (Rock Hill); Hamilton County, TN (Chattanooga); and
Forsyth County, NC (Winston-Salem). In addition to these comparison communities, Spartanburg County
is also compared where appropriate to Greenville County, SC and other peer counties in South Carolina.
This adds an important additional layer of regional and state-level perspective when discussing the
community and economic development assets, opportunities, and challenges in Spartanburg County.
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1. LOW EDUCATIONAL ATTAINMENT AND SIGNS OF A GROWING GAP
A community’s ability to build wealth and improve standards of living for its residents is impacted by a
wide range of factors. To name just a handful, workforce, education, geography, quality of place, quality of
life, infrastructure, and civic engagement all play an important role. And as reflected by the holistic nature
of this strategic planning process, these factors are frequently interconnected and cannot be considered in
isolation. But despite this complex reality, there exists in every community a set of key issues that have an
outsized impact on its prosperity and future potential. This Assessment begins with perhaps the most
fundamental issue impacting Spartanburg County – educational attainment.
Educational attainment is among the most important measures of a community’s overall competitiveness
and prospects for the future. Prosperous communities tend to be those with talented workforces and this is
highly likely to remain true in an economy that is increasingly competitive, global, and knowledge-based.
Companies now weigh access to top talent as the most important factor driving their location decisions,
and a community’s educational attainment rate is an important market of the stability and long-term
earnings potential of its adult population. Simply put, high levels of educational attainment are critical to a
community’s overall vitality.
Educational attainment rates in Spartanburg County are alarmingly low. In 2014, 22.6 percent of
adults aged 25 and over had earned a bachelor’s degree or higher, 7.5 percentage points below the
national average. The problem is evident at both ends of the spectrum. Among the comparison
communities shown in Figure 1, Spartanburg County had both the highest proportion of adults without a
high school diploma and the lowest proportion of individuals with a graduate or professional degree. And
while Spartanburg County does have a slightly elevated level of individuals whose highest level of
educational achievement is an associate’s degree, this difference is not nearly enough to offset its
significantly lower levels of bachelor’s degree attainment. More than two thirds of adults in Spartanburg
(68.0 percent) have no college degree of any kind, 3.2 percentage points worse than the South Carolina
average and 8.3 percentage points behind the top-performing comparison community, Forsyth County,
NC.1 These findings will likely not come as a surprise to engaged members of the community, as
organizations such as the Spartanburg Area Chamber of Commerce and the Spartanburg Academic
Movement (SAM) and initiatives including the Spartanburg Community Indicators Project (SCIP) have
identified this as a significant concern for a number of years. A 2009 report from the Chamber stated that
“too few citizens of Spartanburg County, South Carolina were sufficiently well-educated to assure
competitiveness in the knowledge economy of the 21st century.” But further analysis reveals that
additional causes for concern have emerged in recent years.
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FIGURE 1: EDUCATIONAL ATTAINMENT FOR ADULTS 25 AND OVER, 2014
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It is important to note that overall educational attainment rates are rising in Spartanburg County. Between
2009 and 2014, the proportion of individuals with a bachelor’s degree or higher increased by 3.5
percentage points compared to a 2.2 percentage point rise nationally. Spartanburg County also saw a
marked reduction in the proportion of individuals who had never attended college, which decreased by 6.6
percentage points compared to a 2.5 percentage point decline nationally. On the surface, these relative
gains would seem to indicate that Spartanburg County is making progress toward narrowing the
attainment gap between itself, its comparison communities, and the nation as a whole. But a deeper
examination reveals two troubling pieces of evidence that suggest the gap is actually likely to grow
in the coming years if trends continue. Educational attainment rates are rising in many communities
around the country. In general, there are two primary factors driving this trend. The first is that the nation
as a whole is becoming more educated, with younger residents much more likely to hold a bachelor’s
degree than their older counterparts. Additionally, many top-performing communities and regions are
attracting educated talent from other places in the United States and around the world, leading to rapid
short-term gains.
Though annual rates have slowed somewhat in recent years, Spartanburg County added more than 30,000
residents between 2004 and 2014, a total increase of 11.6 percent. According to the U.S. Census Bureau’s
Components of Population Change data, nearly three-quarters of the county’s population growth during
this time period (74.6 percent) can be attributed to net in-migration.2 In other words, there were many
more individuals who moved into Spartanburg County from somewhere else in the world than individuals
who left. In recent years, these in-migrants have tended to be slightly more educated than the community’s
existing residents. Between 2010 and 2014, an average of 26.4 percent of in-migrants to Spartanburg
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County held a bachelor’s degree or higher. This was likely a key influence on the 3.5 percentage point gain
in bachelor’s degree attainment that the county achieved between 2009 and 2014.

FIGURE 2: IN-MIGRANT EDUCATIONAL ATTAINMENT FOR ADULTS 25 AND OVER, 2010-2014
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But as Figure 2 shows, Spartanburg County is still falling behind in a relative sense, as each of the three
comparison communities was attracting in-migrants who were far more likely to hold a bachelor’s degree
or higher. All three counties are also attracting more in-migrants than Spartanburg County on both a raw
number and population-adjusted basis, meaning that newcomers to those communities will have a bigger
impact on the overall educational attainment number than they will locally.3 And the three comparison
counties detailed in this Assessment are far from the top communities in terms of talent attraction. Metro
areas such as Austin, TX and Raleigh, NC are attracting tens of thousands of new residents per year, and
these new arrivals have bachelor’s degree attainment rates in excess of 40 percent. Taken together, these
numbers suggest that high-performing communities will continue to make educational attainment
gains relative to Spartanburg County if current trends hold. And at the other end of the spectrum,
nearly one out of every five adult in-migrants to Spartanburg County lacks a high school diploma or
equivalency, much higher than the equivalent rate in comparison geographies. This means that
Spartanburg County is in fact receiving a significant influx of less-skill workers.
Even more troubling for Spartanburg County, however, are its educational attainment rates broken down
by age. As shown in Figure 3, 33.5 percent of individuals in the United States between the ages of 25 and
34 have a bachelor’s degree or higher compared to just 29.4 percent of individuals aged 45 to 64 with the
same. But in Spartanburg County, these figures are inverted. Just 20.0 percent of residents between
the ages of 25 and 34 had a bachelor’s degree or higher while individuals in the older cohort held
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bachelor’s degrees at a rate of 23.5 percent. This is especially problematic given issues of workforce
sustainability. Research from the Pew Research Center found that in 2015, the Millennial generation
(defined as adults between the ages of 18 and 34) grew to represent the largest share of the American
workforce at over 53 million members strong.4 And with the Baby Boomer generation aging out of the
workforce, these young workers will play a critical role in filling vacated jobs and providing stability to the
nation’s workforce. Communities such as Spartanburg County where younger workers are less
educated than their older counterparts could face challenges simply replacing educated retirees,
much less generating new jobs and income.

FIGURE 3: BACHELOR’S DEGREE OR HIGHER BY AGE COHORT (25-34 AND 45-64), 2014
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Broadening the county-level comparisons beyond the three communities in Figure 3 reveals the depth of
the problem. Figure 4 shows the educational attainment rates for individuals aged 25 to 34 in the 10
largest counties in South Carolina; among these, Spartanburg ranks ninth, ahead of only Anderson. And
nationally among counties with at least 200,000 residents over the age of 18, Spartanburg’s
educational attainment rate for the 25-34 cohort ranked 242 out of 258. An examination of historical
trends also reveals that Spartanburg County’s rate is worsening while the nation’s improves. Between 2009
and 2014, the proportion of individuals aged 25 to 34 with bachelor’s degree or higher increased by 2.6
percentage points in the United States, from 30.9 percent to 33.5 percent. During this same time, the
equivalent rate in Spartanburg County decreased by 2.6 percentage points.
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FIGURE 4: PERCENT OF INDIVIDUALS AGED 25 TO 34 WITH A BACHELOR’S DEGREE OR HIGHER IN
THE 10 MOST POPULOUS SOUTH CAROLINA COUNTIES), 2014
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In practical terms, the preceding information taken together represent a major long-term threat to
the vitality of Spartanburg County. There is no shortage of research demonstrating the importance of
educational attainment to an individuals’ lifetime earning potential and economic opportunities. Individuals
with higher levels of educational attainment earn higher incomes and are less likely to be unemployed than
those with lower attainment levels, as shown in Figure 5. As a result, they are presumably less likely to be in
poverty or government or non-profit assistance. There is also evidence to suggest that higher levels of
educational attainment have positive impacts on a variety of factors relevant to a community’s well-being –
from incarceration rates to levels of volunteering. The following figure from the U.S. Bureau of Labor
Statistics provides a visual representation of how educational attainment levels are tied to earnings
potential and employment opportunities for the average American worker. In 2014, the unemployment rate
in the United States for full-time workers over the age of 25 was 5.0 percent. Individuals who had not
attained a college degree of any kind experienced unemployment rates of 6.0 or higher. Additionally, those
with higher than a bachelor’s degree earned more than double that of their peers who had a high school
education or lower.
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FIGURE 5: U.S. MEDIAN WEEKLY EARNINGS & UNEMPLOYMENT RATE, BY EDUCATIONAL
ATTAINMENT, 2014
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Key Takeaways
Spartanburg County’s educational attainment rates are alarmingly low across the board. The
proportion of individuals with a bachelor’s degree or higher – a common measure of a
community’s top talent necessary for competitiveness in the modern economy – is an
especially large concern. While this number has been improving in recent years, the attainment
gap between Spartanburg County and the nation is actually likely to grow in the future if the
status quo is maintained. The bachelor’s attainment rate among the community’s 25- to 34year-old cohort is very low and trending in the wrong direction. And while Spartanburg County
is attracting in-migrants who are slightly more educated than its current population, other
communities are attracting educated people at even greater rates. In a knowledge-based
economy, top talent will remain a key differentiator between communities that are prosperous
and those that struggle to keep up. Not every occupation requires high levels of educational
attainment, but nearly every business sector now requires well-educated workers. And on an
individual level, educational attainment has a massively important influence on one’s lifetime
earnings potential and economic opportunities. Simply put, Spartanburg County must make
improving its educational attainment rates a top priority. As will be discussed, public, private,
and non-profit leaders in the community recognize this reality and are taking steps to boost
levels of attainment locally. This story should serve to underscore the crucial and urgent nature
of that work and the many other strategic actions that will be necessary to ensure that
Spartanburg County is able to grow, retain, and attract the educated workforce it needs.
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2. SPARTANBURG COUNTY’S ECONOMY: A COMPETITIVE EDGE IN
MANUFACTURING AND TRANSPORTATION BOLSTERS PROSPERITY
As referenced in the previous story, there is a strong tie between educational attainment and economic
competitiveness for both individuals and communities. Working only from Spartanburg County’s low levels
of educational attainment, an outsider might expect to see a struggling economy beset with high levels of
unemployment. But just the opposite is true. During the past five years, Spartanburg County had the
strongest employment growth rate of any comparison geography. Between 2010 and 2015, 17,492
new jobs were added in the county, a 14.2 percent growth rate that far exceeded the state (9.6 percent)
and national (8.1 percent) figures. In each of the four years leading up to 2015, Spartanburg County
experienced year-over-year employment growth of at least 2.6 percent, a feat which no other comparison
geography came close to matching.

FIGURE 6: TOTAL EMPLOYMENT BY PLACE OF ESTABLISHMENT, 2005 TO 2015
% Change

# Change
2005

2005-2015

2010-2015

128,684

122,790

140,282

11,598

17,492

9.0%

14.2%

76,986

83,131

94,907

17,921

11,776

23.3%

14.2%

Hamilton County, TN

213,214

199,834

211,742

(1,472)

11,908

-0.7%

6.0%

Forsyth County, NC

196,402

188,745

199,901

3,499

11,156

1.8%

5.9%

2,078,102

2,009,077

2,201,390

123,288

192,313

5.9%

9.6%

144,442,383

156,106,469

7,446,138

11,664,086

5.0%

8.1%

Spartanburg County, SC
York County, SC

South Carolina
United States

148,660,331

2010

2015

2005-2015

2010-2015

Source: Economic Modeling Specialists, Intl. (EMSI)

While Figure 6 shows Spartanburg and York counties in a virtual dead heat for employment growth
between 2010 and 2015, Spartanburg County in fact edged its in-state comparison by 0.08 percentage
points. And when population growth is taken into account, the situation in Spartanburg County looks even
better. Between 2010 and 2014, the most recent year for which population data is available at the county
level, Spartanburg County added 8,775 new residents and 13,452 new jobs. That works out to about 1.53
jobs per new resident, more than three times the figure in fast-growing York County (0.45) and far ahead of
the next-highest figure among comparison geographies, 0.91 in the United States. In other words,
Spartanburg County’s employment growth is not merely a product of the natural growth in certain
business sectors – e.g. retail, food service, and health care – that occurs when a community’s
population increases.
Spartanburg County’s strong employment gains relative to population growth are also reflected in its
unemployment rates. As was the case in most communities, Spartanburg County’s economy was battered
during the Great Recession and its immediate aftermath. The county had a double-digit unemployment
rate for 38 consecutive months between January, 2009 and February, 2012. During this time period, the
county’s unemployment rate was always above that of South Carolina, and it was frequently two full
percentage points or more higher than the national rate. But recent years have seen massive
improvements, and as of November 2015, Spartanburg County’s unemployment rate as 4.9 percent, 0.4
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percentage points better than the state rate and just 0.1 percentage points behind the national figure. This
rate was Spartanburg County’s lowest since May 2001.5
Figure 7 offers insight into which business sectors have been responsible for the job growth in Spartanburg
County. It is sorted by “location quotient” (LQ), which measures the share of the county’s employment in a
given business sector divided by that same sector’s share of total national employment. A business sector
with a location quotient above 1.0 is more concentrated locally than it is in the national economy, and this
is frequently a sign that the community affords businesses in the sector with some level of competitive
advantage. Spartanburg County’s most concentrated business sectors are shown at the top of the table.
(Note: a more complete analysis of Spartanburg County’s economy, including sector and
occupational dynamics, will be provided in the next phase of this process.)

FIGURE 7: SPARTANBURG COUNTY ECONOMIC COMPOSITION, 2010 TO 2015
2015

2010-2015 Employment
Spartanburg County

NAICS

Sector

LQ

Employment

% of
Total

United States

2015

2010 - 2015 2010 - 2015 2010 - 2015 Earnings as %
Change
% Change
% Change of U.S. Average

31

Manufacturing

2.40

27,018

19.3%

3,715

15.9%

6.9%

94%

48

Transportation & Warehousing

1.37

6,317

4.5%

1,814

40.3%

12.7%

88%

42

Wholesale Trade

1.26

6,831

4.9%

787

13.0%

7.4%

78%

56

Admin & Support/Waste Mgmt Svcs

1.19

10,515

7.5%

3,103

41.9%

18.4%

74%

44

Retail Trade

1.11

16,274

11.6%

2,744

20.3%

7.5%

84%

55

Mgmt of Companies & Enterprises

0.99

1,961

1.4%

468

31.4%

18.7%

84%

23

Construction

0.99

7,367

5.3%

905

14.0%

9.7%

91%

90

Government

0.99

21,466

15.3%

743

3.6%

(1.8%)

87%

72

Accommodation & Food Svcs

0.97

11,447

8.2%

1,193

11.6%

15.8%

91%

81

Other Svcs (except Public Administration)

0.96

6,402

4.6%

108

1.7%

(0.0%)

85%

61

Educational Svcs

0.77

2,706

1.9%

461

20.5%

9.9%

75%

52

Finance & Insurance

0.66

3,695

2.6%

(281)

(7.1%)

4.1%

57%

62

Health Care & Social Assistance

0.58

10,191

7.3%

1,202

13.4%

12.7%

93%

71

Arts, Entertainment, & Recreation

0.53

1,236

0.9%

145

13.3%

11.7%

47%

53

Real Estate & Rental & Leasing

0.49

1,119

0.8%

(75)

(6.3%)

4.8%

84%

54

Professional, Scientific, & Technical Svcs

0.46

4,143

3.0%

432

11.6%

14.3%

69%

51

Information

0.42

1,091

0.8%

268

32.5%

2.9%

50%

22

Utilities

0.33

166

0.1%

(21)

(11.1%)

1.5%

68%

21

Mining, Quarrying, & Oil & Gas Extraction

0.15

105

0.1%

(54)

(34.1%)

19.8%

50%

11

Crop & Animal Production

0.14

232

0.2%

(164)

(41.4%)

3.3%

84%

99

Unclassified

0

0.0%

TOTAL

140,282

17,492

14.2%

42.4%

-

8.1%

83%

Source: Economic Modeling Specialists, Intl. (EMSI)

The importance of manufacturing to Spartanburg County’s economy is immediately evident in the
preceding table. The sector’s location quotient of 2.4 indicates that manufacturing is nearly twoand-a-half times locally as it is in the national economy. (In Spartanburg County, manufacturing
accounts for 19.3 percent of jobs. Nationally, it accounts for roughly 8.0 percent. Dividing the local
percentage by the national percentage gives the location quotient of approximately 2.4.) Additionally, the
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manufacturing sector added 3,715 jobs locally between 2010 and 2015, more than any other local
business sector. Its 15.9 percent growth rate far exceeded the national manufacturing employment
increase of 6.9 percent. These strong gains come on the heels of a rough period for manufacturers – both
in Spartanburg County and the United States as a whole. Between 2005 and 2010, Spartanburg County’s
manufacturing sector shed 6,229 jobs, a decline of more than 20 percent. As of 2015, there were still 2,514
fewer jobs in the local manufacturing sector than there were 10 years earlier. 6
Figure 7 also shows that Spartanburg County experienced tremendous growth in its Transportation and
Warehousing and Wholesale Trade sectors in recent years. These sectors are involved in the movement and
bulk business-to-business sales of all manner of finished goods, parts, raw manufacturing inputs, and so
on. Each experienced five-year growth in excess of national averages, particularly Transportation and
Warehousing, which expanded at more than three times the national rate.
Manufacturing, Transportation and Warehousing, and Wholesale Trade are the most concentrated local
business sectors and collectively employ more than 40,000 workers and account for 28.6 percent of all jobs
in Spartanburg County. These figures are indicative of a strong competitive advantage for the
manufacturing and distribution of goods. Spartanburg County is centrally located proximate to
major East Coast population centers, has excellent Interstate and rail connectivity, is home to the
South Carolina Inland Port multi-modal facility in Greer, and has a strong link to the Port of
Charleston. The Greenville-Spartanburg International Airport also provides air freight capacity and
non-stops to 15 cities, a significant factor for firms in manufacturing or other sectors when locating
a headquarter operation. In addition to these place-based advantages, the community has a long history
as a manufacturing hub. And while the types of goods manufactured in the region have changed radically
over the years, input participants from local manufacturing firms consistently praised the quality of
Spartanburg County’s manufacturing workforce. Stakeholders also had high praise for the community’s
business climate. In the online survey, 1,024 individuals who identified as an owner, executive, or manager
of a business were asked to rate 17 aspects of the community’s business climate – local taxes,
infrastructure, utility availability and cost, and so on. In each instance, the number of “advantage” or “major
advantage” responses outnumbered the “disadvantage” or “major disadvantage” ratings.
One of the strongest positive responses was related to labor costs – 64.3 percent of respondents viewed
this as an advantage for Spartanburg County compared to just 5.3 percent who viewed this factor as a
disadvantage. The right-most column in Figure 7 shows that average earnings in each business sector in
Spartanburg County are indeed lower than average earnings for the same sector nationally. 7 But average
earnings in Spartanburg County’s manufacturing sector are roughly 94 percent of the national average.
The sector’s average earnings were $58,711 in 2015 – nearly $18,000 more than the average
earnings for all business sectors in Spartanburg County, $40,969. This further underscores the
importance of the community’s manufacturing sector to its overall prosperity.
But Spartanburg County’s “blue-collar” sectors are strong, its “white-collar” sectors are significantly
weaker. The Information and Professional, Scientific, and Technical Services sectors have location quotients
below 0.5, meaning they are less than half as concentrated locally as the national average. The Finance and
Insurance sector is also less concentrated in Spartanburg County by a third. Combined, these sectors
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accounted for just 6.4 percent of local employment in 2015. Spartanburg County is home to numerous
significant headquarter operations, many of which are captured in the Management of Companies and
Enterprises sector. Employment in this sector grew by 31.4 percent between 2010 and 2015 compared to a
national increase of 18.7 percent. But despite these relative gains, the sector is still almost exactly as
concentrated locally as it is nationally (location quotient of 0.99). Not all white-collar jobs are captured in
the aforementioned sectors. Nationally, more than a third of jobs in the manufacturing sector involve doing
something other than making or moving goods. For instance, as of 2015, there were nearly 152,000 general
office clerks employed at manufacturing businesses in the United States. But a brief look at occupational
data for Spartanburg County reveals that the community’s relative lack of jobs in traditional white-collar
sectors is not offset by the white-collar jobs in traditionally blue-collar sectors. The location quotient for
general office clerks in Spartanburg County (calculated the exact same way as a business sector location
quotient) was 0.65, indicating that the occupation is about a third less concentrated locally than it is in the
United States.
Several themes regarding Spartanburg County’s economic mix emerged from public input. Participants
were effusive in their praise of the county’s economic development successes and manufacturing and
distribution project wins. Stakeholders noted that the Economic Futures Group, elected and other public
officials, and private business leaders have worked well together to put Spartanburg County “on the map”
as a competitive location for these firms to thrive. But many input participants also expressed a strong
desire to see Spartanburg County diversify its economy to include more white-collar and
knowledge-based jobs. Economic diversification should be a top goal for any community engaged in
holistic economic development. Having lived through the collapse of the local textile industry, many
Spartanburg County residents are all too familiar with how external market forces can cripple an area that
is over-reliant on any one sector. And while Spartanburg County’s manufacturing sector has evolved and
diversified from one that was previously textile-centric, economic diversification should nevertheless be an
important goal for the community. But given the community’s low educational attainment levels referenced
in the previous story, there is much work to be done to remove barriers to growth, particularly in whitecollar sectors. And as the next story will indicate the need for action is acute, as many Spartanburg County
residents are not prospering even during the recent period of economic expansion.

Key Takeaways
Spartanburg County has experienced strong employment growth since the end of the Great
Recession due in large part to its numerous competitive advantages related to the manufacturing
and distribution of goods. These sectors helped the county exceed all comparison geographies in
job growth between 2010 and 2015. Manufacturing firms in particular have an enormous positive
influence on levels of prosperity in the community, paying wages well in excess of the county
average and close to the national sector average. But a variety of stakeholders in Spartanburg
County expressed a strong desire to see the local economy diversify and add white-collar jobs, a
goal that will require the community to boost its levels of educational attainment. Additionally,
the next story will detail how despite the strong employment gains made in recent years,
Spartanburg County’s current economy is not leading to across-the-board gains in prosperity. The
next phase of this process will provide a more thorough analysis of local economic conditions.
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3. UNEVEN PROSPERITY AND RAPID GROWTH IN CHILDHOOD
POVERTY THREATEN LONG-TERM OUTCOMES
Spartanburg County has experienced robust employment growth since the conclusion of the Great
Recession. Unemployment in the county is at its lowest level in nearly 15 years and a larger percentage of
working-age adults were engaged in the labor force in 2015 than 2010.8 But there is an abundance of
evidence to suggest that this economic growth has not translated into increased prosperity for
many Spartanburg County residents. In fact, many of the county’s most economically vulnerable
residents have seen their standards of living deteriorate in recent years.
Per capita income (PCI) is the most basic measure of individual economic well-being. As Figure 8 shows,
Spartanburg had the lowest PCI among comparison geographies in 2014 at $36,583 compared to
the national figure of $46,049. Incomes did rise dramatically in Spartanburg County between 2004 and
2014, increasing by 31.9 percent. This growth rate outpaced inflation – as measured by the Consumer Price
Index for mid-sized Southern cities – which rose by 27.1 percent. In other words, the real income or
“purchasing power” of Spartanburg County’s residents has increased. This represents laudable
progress. But at the same time, incomes have not risen fast enough to close the gap between
Spartanburg County and the United States. Per capita incomes increased by 34.2 percent nationally
between 2004 and 2014, 2.3 percentage points faster than Spartanburg County. And while Spartanburg
County outpaced all comparisons in income growth over the 10-year period, its five-year growth rate
between 2009 and 2014 was 14.6 percent, roughly equivalent to that of York County, SC and trailing
Hamilton County, TN by 2.4 percentage points.

FIGURE 8: PER CAPITA INCOME, 2004 TO 2014
5-Yr %
Change

10-Yr %
Change

2004

2009

2014

Spartanburg County, SC

$27,725

$31,911

$36,583

14.6%

31.9%

York County, SC

$30,732

$33,091

$37,903

14.5%

23.3%

Hamilton County, TN

$34,283

$37,695

$44,112

17.0%

28.7%

Forsyth County, NC

$35,287

$37,602

$41,437

10.2%

17.4%

South Carolina

$28,135

$32,499

$36,677

12.9%

30.4%

United States

$34,316

$39,376

$46,049

16.9%

34.2%

Source: Bureau of Economic Analysis (BEA)

The PCI numbers in the preceding table come from the Bureau of Economic Analysis, which derives
personal income from three components: net earnings (including wages, bonuses, tips, and commissions
from all jobs), income from investments, and transfer receipts (comprised mostly of Social Security and
Medicare/Medicaid benefits but also including veteran’s benefits, disability insurance, food stamps, etc.). In
general, high levels of net earnings – i.e. income from jobs – is a good indicator of a community’s overall
prosperity, as the bulk of transfer payments go toward retirement benefits and medical care while
investments that produce dividend, interest, and rental income are typically held by a smaller segment of
the population. But in Spartanburg County, just 60.1 percent of personal income is derived from net
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earnings, the lowest among all comparison geographies, while 22.4 percent of income is derived
from transfer receipts, the second-highest proportion behind only South Carolina. Figure 9 puts this
information in actual dollar terms. It shows the per capita income derived from each of the three primary
components of personal income.

FIGURE 9: COMPOSITION OF INCOME FOR THE AVERAGE RESIDENT, 2014
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Source: Bureau of Economic Analysis (BEA)

The preceding figure shows that per capita income derived from earnings is $22,000 per year in
Spartanburg County, significantly behind the national and comparison county figures. Meanwhile, income
from transfer receipts is only slightly higher than the national average and tracks fairly close to figures in
Hamilton and Forsyth counties.9 Investment income is also lower in Spartanburg County relative to the
aforementioned geographies, but the difference is significantly smaller than the earnings income gap. In
other words, the primary issue impacting low personal income levels in Spartanburg County is lower
overall income earned through employment. The distribution of household incomes in Spartanburg
County provides further evidence that many in the community are struggling economically. Figure 10
shows that over half (51.2 percent) of households in Spartanburg County earned an income less
than $50,000 in 2014. No other comparison geography broke this 50 percent threshold. The median
household income in Spartanburg County was $43,688 in 2014, almost $10,000 lower than the national
median household income and $1,550 lower than that of South Carolina.
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FIGURE 10: HOUSEHOLD INCOME DISTRIBUTION, 2014
100%

90%
80%

13.0%

50%
40%

19.1%
20.5%

21.3%

21.0%

13.9%

12.4%

12.6%

20.8%

21.3%

22.9%

22.1%

10%

27.9%

23.0%

25.2%

26.9%

27.7%

23.1%

Spartanburg
County, SC

York
County, SC

Hamilton
County, TN

Forsyth
County, NC

South
Carolina

United
States

16.6%

21.6%
13.1%
11.6%
23.2%

$60,000
$50,000

22.7%

30%
20%

23.6%

16.5%

70%
60%

23.0%

22.0%

$40,000

12.0%

$30,000

19.4%

$20,000

0%

$10,000
$-

< $25,000

$25,000 - $44,999

$45,000 - $59,999

$60,000 - $99,999

> $100,000

Median HH Income

Source: U.S. Census Bureau, American Community Survey, 1-Yr Estimates

Some input participants noted that Spartanburg County’s low cost of living means that each dollar earned
by an individual or household goes a longer way than it would in another community. More than 43
percent of all online survey respondents rated the overall cost of living in Spartanburg County “excellent”
or “above average” compared to just 11.8 percent who viewed it as “very poor” or “below average.” Data
shows that Spartanburg County does have the lowest cost of living among the comparison counties, with a
cost-of-living index value of 84 on a scale where the national average is 100. 10 But the three comparison
counties were also relatively affordable, with cost of living index values ranging from 86 to 90. So while
Spartanburg County has a slightly lower cost of living, this is not enough to offset its much lower
personal and household incomes relative to its comparison communities and the national average.
Poverty rates are another important indicator of socioeconomic well-being and stability. Nationwide,
poverty has increased slightly since the Great Recession, underscoring the harsh “new normal” that now
confronts many American families. In Spartanburg County, however, poverty has been rising faster.
Between 2009 and 2014, the poverty rate for all residents in Spartanburg County increased by 2.9
percent. That increase was twice as high as the national rise and more than three times the state
increase during the same time period. In total, 17.7 percent of all Spartanburg County residents live
below the poverty line, compared to a national average of 15.5 percent. (For 2016, the federal poverty line
for a family of four is $24,300.) And while this overall rise in poverty is a concern, the situation becomes
especially alarming when only residents under the age of 18 are considered. Between 2009 and 2014, the
percentage of individuals under 18 who are living in poverty in Spartanburg County increased by 6.7
percentage points, from 20.0 percent to 26.7 percent. This increase was the highest among
comparison geographies. Forsyth County, NC had the next-highest increase in child poverty at 4.0
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percentage points. No other geography saw an increase in excess of 2.0 percentage points. As Figure 11
shows, Spartanburg County’s child poverty rate was below both the South Carolina and United States
figures in 2000. But the county’s child poverty rate skyrocketed in 2009 and has since tracked close to the
child poverty rate in South Carolina, which is significantly higher than the nationwide figure. This sharp
increase in childhood poverty is also consistent with data that tracks the proportion of public school
students who receive free or reduced-price meals. As stated in the Spartanburg Academic Movement’s
Spring 2016 report, “In each of our seven public school districts, nearly two-thirds of children come from
low-income families that struggle to meet basic needs … The numbers are going up not down: 66 percent
this year vs. 58 percent reported in the SAM Preface two years ago.”

FIGURE 11: POVERTY RATE CHANGE OVER TIME, UNDER 18, 2000 TO 2014
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Source: U.S. Census Bureau, SAIPE via Moody’s Analytics

The rapid rise in childhood poverty rates in comparison to the overall poverty rate is a strong
indicator that poverty is disproportionately impacting families with children, which could pose a
serious challenge for Spartanburg County in the future. Child poverty contributes to a long list of
social, educational, and economic challenges that can manifest throughout an individual’s life. A study by
the Urban Institute notes that children who grow up in poverty are much less likely to finish high school
than their less impoverished peers, and young girls growing up in poverty are much more likely to become
pregnant as teenagers.11 These realities – and others – can significantly limit the lifetime economic success
of children who grow up in poverty. In short, many children growing up in Spartanburg County today
are facing much more burdensome odds to advance academically, economically, and socially over
the course of their lives than children who grew up in the county just 15 years ago.
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Key Takeaways
While Spartanburg County has a healthy economy by most broad measures, it is clear that the
economy is not working for all the county’s residents. Per capita income, household income, and
poverty rates reveal that the prosperity of Spartanburg County residents lags behind many peer
communities. That one in four children in Spartanburg County live below the poverty line is a
paramount concern. As research suggests, these children will be at an increased risk to struggle
academically, socially, and economically over their lifetime – a reality that no parent or community
leader can find comforting. Spartanburg County is far from the only community faced with these
struggles, but the sharp recent increase in child poverty relative to overall poverty is unusual. This
presents a massive challenge that could impact the community’s future success and prosperity.
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4. HOMEGROWN TALENT: RAISING STANDARDS AND RETAINING THE
BEST AND BRIGHTEST
Given the well-established importance of a highly educated and talented workforce, any community
engaged in a holistic community and economic development effort must ensure that it is producing and
retaining its own “homegrown talent.” Increasingly, high-performing communities are embracing
“collective impact” models in order to work collaboratively and ensure that the various systems,
institutions, and service providers that are involved in educating citizens from “cradle to career” are strong
and well-aligned.

12

This work is already well underway in Spartanburg County through the Spartanburg

Academic Movement (SAM). Formed in October 2013, SAM brings together early childhood education
providers, K-12 schools, colleges and universities, private businesses, public officials, faith-based
organizations, and a range of philanthropic organizations and non-profit service providers in pursuit of
high levels of educational attainment in Spartanburg County. This approach acknowledges that educational
gains cannot be achieved through instruction in schools alone but instead hinge on a variety of
socioeconomic, community, and home-based factors that can be adequately addressed only by a broad
coalition of partners. SAM’s presence in the community is a major positive for Spartanburg County.
Input participants had high praise for SAM and the buy-in it has received in a short amount of time.
Ensuring that this momentum is carried forward and that the organization remains the framework
through which relevant partners collaborate will be critical to Spartanburg County’s overall success.
Through its annual reports and its collaboration with the Spartanburg Community Indicators Project (SCIP),
SAM provides an excellent overview of the state of the cradle-to-career educational and training pipeline in
Spartanburg County. The remainder of this story is not an attempt to duplicate the comprehensive nature
of this work. Instead, it offers a brief summary of the key findings from existing reports, Market Street’s
quantitative research, and the qualitative feedback provided by a variety of Spartanburg County
stakeholders through the public input process, with a specific focus on these factors as they relate to the
region’s future talent base.

Early Childhood Education
As the moniker suggests, “cradle-to-career” approaches begin with the education and services that
children and families receive before enrollment in kindergarten. The important role that early childhood
education plays in impacting a child’s long-term educational outcomes – and by extension, social and
economic outcomes – is well-established. The U.S. Census Bureau’s American Community Survey estimates
the proportion of three- and four-year-olds enrolled in public or private school. According to data
averaging the five years between 2009 and 2014, an average of 38.0 percent of Spartanburg County’s 3and 4-year-olds were enrolled in school in a given year, 8.2 percentage points below the state average and
9.4 percentage points below the national figure. Five-year average data from previous years shows that
early childhood enrollment in Spartanburg County has consistently lagged state and national averages by
multiple percentage points. And between 2013 and 2014, this figure declined by 4.0 percentage points in
the county, far exceeding the declines at the state and national levels – 1.3 and 0.3 percentage points,
respectively. While funding for Pre-K and other early childhood programs can be complex and ebb and
flow with the availability of grants and so forth, some good news is on the way. Early in 2016, Spartanburg
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School District 7 received a grant from the S.C. Community Block Grant for Education Pilot Program to
provide 4K programs, building on its Spartanburg Quality Pre-K Coalition Project.13 SAM has also launched
a collaborative action network (CAN) aimed at improving readiness for kindergarten. But the overall decline
in 3K and 4K enrollment is a concern – especially in light of rising childhood poverty rates. Leaders in
Spartanburg County should closely monitor enrollment data going forward,

K-12 Education
With respect to K-12 education, this Assessment focuses on public perceptions and educational outcomes
at Spartanburg County’s seven public school districts. 14 Stakeholder input revealed that Spartanburg
County residents generally hold high opinions about the state of public schools. The online survey asked
individuals whether they or their children had attended a K-12 school in Spartanburg County in the past
five years. Participants who replied yes were then asked to respond to a series of questions about various
aspects of the district with which they were most familiar. One of these asked about the extent to which
participants agreed or disagreed with the statement “children in this school receive a high-quality
education.” As shown in Figure 12, large majorities of stakeholders in each of the seven school districts
agreed or strongly agreed with this statement.

FIGURE 12: PLEASE RESPOND TO THE FOLLOWING STATEMENT ABOUT THE SCHOOL DISTRICT
WITH WHICH YOU ARE MOST FAMILIAR: STUDENTS IN THIS DISTRICT RECEIVE A HIGH-QUALITY
EDUCATION
100.0%
90.0%

83.6%

85.6%

85.4%

80.0%

78.9%

78.2%
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District 5

73.8%

81.4%

70.0%
60.0%
50.0%
40.0%
30.0%

20.0%
10.0%
0.0%
District 1

District 2

District 3

District 6

District 7

Source: Market Street Services, Spartanburg County Community Survey (2016)
Note: Response counts varied widely between each district and are not necessarily representative. This Figure should not be used to compare
results between districts and instead is intended to illustrate that all public school districts in Spartanburg County enjoy strong public support.
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It should be noted that the number of responses from each district varied widely, and the responses from
each district do not necessarily constitute a representative sample of its enrollment demographics. 15
Instead, Figure 12 is intended simply to illustrate a concept that also emerged as a strong theme through
qualitative input: Spartanburg County residents generally hold high opinions about their public
schools, regardless of where in the county they live. When responses from each of the seven public
school districts are grouped together, a total of 82.6 percent of survey participants agreed or strongly
agreed that children in their district received a high-quality education. This is almost directly comparable
to the proportion of residents in Gwinnett County, Georgia – home to an award-winning public
school district – who answered a similar question in a 2016 survey. 16
It is noteworthy, however, that just 43.9 percent of respondents who said they were familiar with
one of Spartanburg County’s seven districts agreed or strongly agreed with the statement “the
quality of our public schools inhibit our community’s growth.” Survey data does not directly provide
insights into the discrepancy between individuals who said their own district provided a high-quality
education, but given that many families self-select where they live based on school quality, it is not
unreasonable for residents to hold a higher opinion of their own school district relative to others. In any
case, a quantitative analysis of K-12 outcomes in Spartanburg County reveals that there is indeed
cause for some concern. Compared to their peers in South Carolina, students in Spartanburg County
perform well on various measurements of academic achievement. According to data from the Annie Casey
Foundation’s Kids Count Data Center, a smaller percentage of students in Spartanburg County fail grades 1,
2, and 3 than the statewide average. Additionally, Spartanburg County’s 3rd and 8th graders outperformed
state averages on both reading and math tests in 2010 and 2014. But perhaps the most important
aspect of K-12 education from a community and economic development perspective is whether
students leave high school with the ability to succeed in college or in the workforce. And on this
metric, Spartanburg County has room for improvement.
Traditional measures of academic achievement at the high school level such as 4-year cohort graduation
rates and annual dropout rates are worthwhile indicators to use in order to measure student outcomes at
the high school level. However, the usefulness of these indicators alone is becoming increasingly dated.
The national graduation rate in 2013-14 hit 82.3 percent – the highest on record, yet important measures
of academic readiness for college or employment remain significantly lower. The National Assessment of
Educational Progress (NAEP) administers uniform national assessments to students to measure academic
preparedness, including 12th graders in order to measure their readiness for college level work. In 2013, 64
percent of 12th graders scored at or above “Basic” on mathematics, while 73 percent scored at or above
“Basic” for reading. These results indicate that the nation’s historic high school graduation rates are not
translating to similarly high measures of college readiness.
The American College Testing (ACT) college readiness assessment is a standardized test of high school
achievement and college preparedness that in 2012 overtook the SAT in the number of test takers who
elected to take this growingly popular college admissions test. In 2015, the average composite ACT score
nationally was 21.0, while the average score for South Carolina test takers was 20.4, ranking 36th among
the 50 states. It is difficult, however, to make direct comparisons of ACT data across state lines due to
differences in the proportion of students who take the test in each state. But according to SAM, South
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Carolina is one of six states that pays for all of its 11th grade students to take the ACT, and in 2015, South
Carolina test takers posted a higher average score than those in Nevada and Mississippi but lagged those
in Colorado, Kentucky, and North Carolina by substantial margins. In other words, simply beating South
Carolina averages on certain metrics may not be enough to keep a community’s talent pipeline competitive
in the context of the nation.
ACT data available at the school district level reveal that many Spartanburg County high school
students may be even further behind their national peers in college preparedness. The ACT test has
two achievement levels – “Ready” and “Not Ready” – for college level coursework, and the overwhelming
majority of 11th grade public school students in South Carolina who took the test in 2015 tested at the
“Not Ready” level across all subject areas. As Figure 13 indicates, levels of college readiness in some
Spartanburg County school districts were even lower. The table shows the percent of public school
students scoring at the “Ready” level by subject area. Numbers highlighted in pink signify a score below
the state average for that subject area. Students in five of the county’s seven districts underperformed the
state average on at least one subject area in 2015.

FIGURE 13: ACT TEST SCORES BY SUBJECT AREA, 2015
English

Math

Reading

Science

Overall

% of Students
Scoring
"Ready"

% of Students
Scoring
"Ready"

% of Students
Scoring
"Ready"

% of Students
Scoring
"Ready"

Average
Raw Score
(out of 36)

District 1

34.3%

19.3%

24.1%

16.6%

17.9

District 2

42.4%

21.4%

25.6%

17.2%

18.2

District 3

35.2%

12.7%

21.1%

12.2%

16.9

District 4

43.0%

39.8%

31.7%

23.1%

19.1

District 5

44.1%

26.6%

30.5%

21.0%

18.6

District 6

40.9%

21.8%

23.8%

18.1%

18.0

District 7

34.3%

24.3%

26.3%

19.3%

17.8

South Carolina

38.7%

21.6%

25.8%

17.9%

17.9

Source: South Carolina Department of Education
Note: Figures highlighted in green represent a figure above the state average, while those highlighted in pink are below the state average.

This discussion is not meant to imply that college is a definite next step for every graduating senior, or that
the ACT test by itself defines their future economic success. But as the first story in this Assessment
outlined, jobs in this economy increasingly require a postsecondary education, especially many of the
white-collar jobs that input participants said they would like to see more of in the county. Individuals with
postsecondary credentials are better equipped to sustain employment and accumulate wealth over the
long run than peers with no college education, thus helping to raise community-wide levels of prosperity.
According to data from the South Carolina Department of Education, 70.3 percent of public high school
graduates in the class of 2014 in south Carolina went on to enroll in a two- or four-year college. But in
three Spartanburg County school districts (1, 3, and 5), this figure fell below 70 percent. Additionally, the
two districts with the highest percentage of 2014 graduates who enrolled in college (4 and 7) also had the
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lowest four-year graduation rates for the class of 2015. When all of the evidence is considered together,
it becomes clear that the community must raise its expectations related to college readiness for high
school students if it is to rely on its homegrown talent to raise its educational attainment levels in
the future.

Higher Education and the Importance of Talent Retention
The array of higher education institutions in Spartanburg County are – like its location-based economic
development assets – a competitive advantage that many other communities lack. As shown in Figure 14,
more than 15,000 students are enrolled at one of the seven colleges in the county, and these institutions
awarded nearly 3,000 degrees in 2013-14. Input participants frequently cited the county’s higher education
institutions as key assets that the county is fortunate to have. As one survey respondent stated, “The
plethora of colleges in our area provides excellent opportunities to young adults and also helps build and
diversify our community. I am a product of Wofford College and feel blessed this caliber of education was
in my own backyard.” According to the survey, roughly 80 percent of respondents believe that two-year
and four-year degree programs supporting professional service occupations and health and medical
professions are readily available in the region. A more thorough analysis of whether specific degree
programs support local workforce needs will be presented in the next phase of this process.

FIGURE 14: HIGHER EDUCATION ENROLLMENT AND DEGREES AWARDED
Institution/Community
Converse College

Total
Enrollment
(Fall 2014)

Enrollment
per 1,000
residents

Total
Degrees
(2013-14)

Certs.

Associates Bachelors

Masters

Doctoral

1,389

---

258

15

0

128

115

0

Sherman College of Chiropractic

346

---

54

0

0

0

0

54

Spartanburg Community College

5,495

---

857

311

546

0

0

0

793

---

204

0

204

0

0

0

USC Upstate

5,585

---

1,181

2

0

1,168

11

0

Wofford College

1,658

---

411

0

0

411

0

0

Spartanburg County, total

15,266

52

2,965

328

750

1,707

126

54

York County, total

11,085

45

2,080

322

470

934

354

0

Hamilton County, total

24,907

71

4,692

492

1,262

2,216

631

91

Forsyth County, total

23,274

64

5,490

520

947

2,717

924

382

Spartanburg Methodist College

Source: National Center for Education Statistics
Note: Data for the Edward Via College of Osteopathic Medicine is unavailable due to the way the NCES reports data for branch campuses.

Despite the excellent higher education assets in Spartanburg County, numerous stakeholders
expressed concerns that the county is not retaining enough of the graduates that pass through its
institutions. Just 38.8 percent of survey respondents between the ages of 25 and 34 agreed with the
statement, “Spartanburg County retains graduates of local colleges and universities.” Input
participants frequently stated that Spartanburg County needs to amplify the quality of place assets
in the community and grow job opportunities that appeal to young professionals if the community’s
higher education assets are to be effectively leveraged to improve the community’s talent base.
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Key Takeaways
While Spartanburg County’s schools generally received high praise from input participants, there
is substantial evidence to suggest that the community must raise its standards if its homegrown
talent is to make an impact on its talent pool in the future. All levels of the talent pipeline must be
addressed. The drop in the proportion of three- and four-year olds in the county who attend
school is a concern and something that should be monitored closely. College readiness data
shows that Spartanburg County’s graduates tend to be less well-prepared than their counterparts
nationwide; in some cases, local scores fall below even state averages. And while the community’s
talent production capacity at the two- and four-year college level is immense, Spartanburg
County must make a more concerted effort to retain the top talent that passes through its
colleges and universities. The work of the Spartanburg Academic Movement (SAM) on the full
spectrum of educational issues from cradle to career is a significant positive development of
recent years. These efforts must be expanded and supported to the fullest extent possible.
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5. A SIGNIFICANT NEED FOR YOUNG TALENT IN A CHALLENGING
REGIONAL ENVIRONMENT
This Assessment began with a discussion about the lagging educational attainment rates for adults 25 and
over in Spartanburg County. The previous story discussed the need to enhance the community’s
homegrown talent pipeline in order to boost the region’s talent base. But with the notable exception of
efforts to retain more college graduates in the region, improvements to Spartanburg County’s talent
pipeline will mostly be long-term investments that take many years or even decades to pay off. This is not
to diminish the importance of producing homegrown talent but instead call attention to the fact that
Spartanburg County has an immediate need to improve its talent base that can be addressed only
through talent attraction. As previously discussed, in-migrants to Spartanburg County are more educated
than the community’s current populace, but they are less educated than in-migrants into other highperforming communities, meaning Spartanburg County is at risk of falling even further behind in the
competition for talent and the businesses and jobs that follow it. This story provides further context to this
issue through the examination of two additional issues: sluggish growth rates in key age cohorts and the
impact of the Upstate region on Spartanburg’s talent pool and efforts to attract educated residents.
The first story in this Assessment established that Spartanburg County’s young professional cohort –
individuals aged 25 to 34 – is less educated overall than community residents aged 45 to 64, standing in
sharp contrast to national trends. But the issue is not just that Spartanburg County’s young
professionals are less educated than their national counterparts. The county is also adding far fewer
young residents relative to its comparison communities and state and national averages. Figure 15
shows the 10-year percentage change in population by age cohort. It does not track the same group of
people over time but instead measures the difference between the number of people in a given age range
between 2004 and 2014. During this time period, Spartanburg County’s population between the ages
of 25 and 34 increased by 3.8 percent, the lowest among all comparison geographies and less than
half the state and national growth rates.

FIGURE 15: POPULATION GROWTH BY AGE COHORT, 2004 TO 2014
25-34
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35-44
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67.4%

Hamilton County, TN
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22.0%
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Forsyth County, NC
South Carolina
United States

Source: U.S. Census Bureau, Population Estimates

Some input participants perceived that Spartanburg County was not attracting young professionals to the
same extent as other communities, and suggested instead that the community’s primary value proposition
is for families with small children. But as the preceding figure shows, Spartanburg County’s 35- to 44-yearold cohort actually decreased in size by a significant amount. The 7.5 percent decline in this category was
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consistent with the national decline due to demographic trends, but other comparison geographies such as
Hamilton County, TN and the state of South Carolina saw smaller decreases in this age group. (Fastgrowing York County, SC is a clear outlier among all age groups.) Overall, there were actually 1,655
fewer residents between the ages of 25 and 44 living in Spartanburg County in 2014 than there were
in 2004. Among comparison geographies, only Forsyth County, NC experiences a net population decrease
in this critical age cohort. In short, these figures suggest that Spartanburg County is not an attracting
young talent fast enough to significantly impact its overall talent pool.
Online survey data lends further support to the idea that the community is not as attractive a destination
for young talent as it could be. Among respondents aged 25 to 34, just 32.9 percent agreed or strongly
agreed with the statement, “Spartanburg County can successfully compete for young, new residents from
outside the community.” More than 41 percent disagreed or strongly disagreed with this statement. By
contrast, 61.6 percent of respondents agreed or strongly agreed that Spartanburg County can retain
residents who grew up in the community compared to less than 16 percent who disagreed or strongly
disagreed. Additionally, Spartanburg County residents between the ages of 25 and 34 also gave lower
ratings relative to all respondents on 10 of the 14 quality of life and quality of place aspects, including
community aesthetics, entertainment options for adults and families, and diversity of housing options. (An
extended discussion of these aspects is included in the next story.)
From the preceding population data and survey responses along with the earlier discussion about retaining
graduates of local colleges and universities, it is reasonable to infer that Spartanburg County struggles
significantly to attract and retain talent that did not grow up in the community. This is consistent
with feedback received from employers who must rely on outside talent to fill key positions with high
educational requirements. The consensus that emerged from these discussions is that employers are able
to eventually fill most positions but doing so can be difficult, and firms often end up paying a higher
premium than they would in other markets to secure in-demand workers.
Of course, the pool of talent available to local employers does not stop at the county line. Spartanburg is a
part of the Upstate, a 10-county region in the northwest corner of South Carolina that is home to
approximately 1.4 million residents.

17

According to data from the U.S. Census Bureau’s Longitudinal

Employer-Household Dynamics program, slightly more than half of the individuals who work at a primary
job in Spartanburg County also live in the county. The rest come from a “labor shed” that covers the full
Upstate and beyond. Not surprisingly, the largest share of these workers come from neighboring Greenville
County, the state’s largest by population. Roughly one in seven Spartanburg County workers – 15.6 percent
– live in Greenville County.18 The other five counties that border Spartanburg – Cherokee, Laurens, and
Union in South Carolina and Polk and Rutherford in North Carolina – provide only a combined 10.0 percent
of workers at primary jobs. In 2014, 22,430 individuals who lived in Spartanburg County commuted to
Greenville County for work. More than 19,000 made the journey in the opposite direction. So while there
is a slight net outflow of commuters from Spartanburg County to Greenville County each day,
businesses on either side of the county line clearly rely on workers from both communities.
Greenville and Spartanburg counties have long been the twin hubs of the Upstate. They are separated by
less than 30 miles and share a common history as former textile hubs that remain in the process of
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economic reinvention. While the federal government considers the two to be the centers of their own
metropolitan areas for statistical purposes, Spartanburg and Greenville counties have a high degree of
economic and social integration and it is impossible to properly understand either place in isolation.
According to Internal Revenue Service (IRS) data, both Spartanburg and Greenville counties are strong net
attractors of new residents who move to the communities from other places. The IRS’ Statistics of Income
program compiles data from individual tax returns that have been stripped of personal identifying
information. If a given return moves from one county to another between tax years, the program
categorizes that return – and all its associated exemptions – as having migrated between counties.
Examining the number of exemptions that move from county to county in a given year can provide a rough
estimate of the net flow of actual people from place to place. 19 Between 2000 and 2013, Greenville
County attracted 39,489 net in-migrants while Spartanburg County, added 19,536. And while some
input participants said they believed Greenville County was pulling residents away from
Spartanburg County, this is not the case. Spartanburg County attracted 2,821 net migrants from
Greenville County between 2000 and 2013, an average of 217 per year.

FIGURE 16: SPARTANBURG COUNTY NET MIGRATION, 2000-2013
Top Sources

Top Destinations

Greenville County, SC

2,812

Charleston County, SC

-553

Union County, SC

1,010

Richland County, SC

-464

Cherokee County, SC

591

Mecklenburg County, NC

-399

Rutherford County, NC

432

Forsyth County, NC

-126

Broward County, FL

424

Horry County, SC

-114

Buncombe County, NC

409

Beaufort County, SC

-106

Henderson County, NC

403

York County, SC

-106

Palm Beach County, FL

359

Davidson County, TN

-101

Providence County, RI

337

Harris County, TX

-91

Polk County, NC

321

Fulton County, GA

-90

Sacramento County, CA

250

DeKalb County, GA

-90

Cook County, IL

244

Chatham County, GA

-81

Miami Dade County, FL

242

Maricopa County, AZ

-74

Laurens County, SC

190

Shelby County, TN

-74

190

Knox County, TN

-72

Middlesex County, MA

Source: Internal Revenue Service

As shown in Figure 16, Greenville was by far the largest “source” county for new in-migrants to
Spartanburg County between 2000 and 2013. Greenville County also lost a significant number of residents
to Anderson and Pickens counties during this same time period. This indicates that at least some of the net
migration between Greenville and Spartanburg counties can be attributed to a phenomenon seen in many
regions, where “outlying” counties are net attractors from the most populous “core” county. But overall,
Spartanburg County is a net attractor of new residents both from within the Upstate and outside of the 10-
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county area. These are impressive figures that run counter to many narratives expressed by
stakeholders during the input process.
Approximately one quarter of all net in-migration into Spartanburg County between 2000 and 2013 came
from one of the nine other counties in the Upstate. By contrast, Greenville County experienced a net loss of
nearly 3,900 residents with other Upstate counties during this time period. That means that Greenville
County gained more than 43,000 residents from outside the Upstate compared to the 14,563 that
Spartanburg County gained. And recall from the first story of this Assessment that between 2010 and 2014,
26.4 percent of in-migrants to Spartanburg County had a bachelor’s degree or higher. By comparison, inmigrants to Greenville County during this same time period had a bachelor’s degree attainment rate
of 37.9 percent, not far off from the figures posted by York County, SC (39.1) and Forsyth County, NC
(38.8). All told, the data clearly reveals that Greenville County is the clear destination for top talent
within the region. And given the realities of the modern economy, employers in high-growth and
knowledge-based business sectors will tend to locate in close proximity to this talent.
The relationship and interconnectivity between these two counties was a common topic of discussion
among Spartanburg County residents contacted through the public input process, and several themes
emerged from these conversations. Stakeholders acknowledged that while an occasionally intense natural
rivalry exists between the communities, the two depend on one another. Input participants were adamant
that Spartanburg County has its own independent identity and should not attempt to match Greenville
County “move-for-move.” But a general consensus emerged that the public and private investments made
in Greenville’s downtown in recent decades have helped the entire county improve its quality of life and
attract top talent. Input participants expressed a desire for Spartanburg County take similar steps to pursue
top talent while still carving out and marketing its own identity both within the Upstate and beyond.

Key Takeaways
The first story of this Assessment established that Spartanburg County must attract more talented
residents if it is to compete in a knowledge-based economy. But examining population changes
in key age groups reveals that Spartanburg County’s 25- to 34-year-old cohort experienced
sluggish growth between 2004 and 2014, and the community actually had fewer residents
between the ages of 25 and 44 in 2014 than it did in 2004. Some of this can be explained by
changing national demographics, but other comparison communities achieved growth in this age
group. These facts coupled with survey data suggest that Spartanburg County is not as attractive
a destination for top young talent. Additionally, the community exists within the broader context
of the Upstate region. This is a benefit from a “labor shed” perspective, as employers are able to
draw workers from a larger talent pool. But migration data reveals that Greenville County is a
stronger net attractor of new residents from outside the Upstate region, and in-migrants to
Greenville on the whole are more educated. In short, Spartanburg County has a strong
competitor for top talent on its border and must take steps to differentiate itself.
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6. QUALITY OF LIFE AND PLACE ENHANCEMENTS ARE VITAL TO BETTER
TALENT ATTRACTION AND RETENTION
More than ever, communities that take a holistic approach to economic development recognize the
importance of quality of place (the physical characteristics of a community) and quality of life (the wellbeing and happiness of its residents). There are numerous factors that influence quality of place and quality
of life, and many of them are subjective. But they are nevertheless closely linked with a community’s
economic prospects, particularly when it comes to talent attraction and retention. As has been established
throughout this Assessment, Spartanburg County must attract more educated workers if it is to raise levels
of prosperity in the future. Any effort to do so must account for how quality of life and quality of place
assets can differentiate one community over another.
The importance of quality of place and quality of life in the context of community and economic
development is best evidenced by the “Knight Soul of the Community 2010” report from the John S. James
L. Knight Foundation and Gallup. The report was the culmination of three years of research in 26
communities around the country – including Charlotte, Myrtle Beach, and Columbia in the Carolinas – that
sought to determine what attaches people to a community. The report defines community attachment as,
“an emotional connection to a place that transcends satisfaction, loyalty, and even passion. A community’s
most attached residents have strong pride in it, a positive outlook on the community’s future, and a sense
that it is the perfect place for them. They are less likely to want to leave than residents without this
emotional connection. They feel a bond to their community that is stronger than just being happy about
where they live.”
According to the report, three factors stood out in terms of their influence on community attachment:


Social offerings (such as entertainment options and places to meet people)



Aesthetics (physical beauty, green spaces, etc.)



Openness (the ability for all kinds of people to build networks and thrive)

These factors are much more than feel-good sentiments. The report examined the relationship between
levels of community attachment and economic growth and entrepreneurship and found a positive
relationship. In other words, places in which residents are attached to their community are more
economically successful than those that are not. This section discusses quality of place and quality of life
in Spartanburg County with a focus on how these things influence its attractiveness as a destination for
talent and relate to the well-being and happiness of all members of the community.
During the public input process, dozens of people who live and/or work in Spartanburg County
participated in focus groups and more than 3,000 stakeholders completed an online survey. Respondents
were asked to rate a variety of quality of life and place aspects that influence the county’s attractiveness as
a place to live – these results are summarized in the following Figure 17. While some factors emerged as
clear community strengths, the amount of “very poor/below average” responses outnumbered the
“excellent/above average” responses on seven of the 14 factors.
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And from these various avenues a clear theme emerged: Spartanburg County residents generally love
where they live but see numerous opportunities for quality of life and quality of place
improvements. Among these things that could be improved are the three critical factors influencing
community attachment – social offerings, aesthetics, and openness.

FIGURE 17: PLEASE RATE THE FOLLOWING ASPECTS OF SPARTANBURG COUNTY’S QUALITY OF
LIFE, BASED ON YOUR EXPERIENCES WHERE YOU LIVE
Volunteer opportunities 7.3%

43.2%

Housing affordability

9.8%

Overall cost of living

11.8%

Availability of quality health care options

12.6%

Diversity of housing options (single-family, multifamily,
mixed-use, etc.)

43.1%

43.3%

36.2%

15.9%

51.2%
53.4%

19.0%

Cultural and arts facilities and programs

20.8%

Dining opportunities

47.1%

44.9%

Sense of personal and property safety

Aesthetics and appearance of the community

49.6%

30.7%

44.6%

36.3%

36.0%

29.0%

43.2%
44.8%

33.3%

42.8%

Quality of development, planning, and land use

36.7%

42.7%

Entertainment and recreational amenities for families

37.9%

38.5%

Shopping opportunities

38.2%

Nightlife options for adults

23.9%
20.5%
23.6%

44.5%

57.3%

Ability to access shops, restaurants, and services without
using a car

26.2%

67.7%

17.4%
32.4%
24.2%

10.2%
8.1%
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Very poor/Below Average

Average

Excellent/Above Average

Source: Market Street Services; Spartanburg County Community Survey (2016)

Social Offerings
Input participants gave mixed reviews to Spartanburg County’s social offerings. Among the quality of life
and quality of place factors shown in Figure 17, “volunteer opportunities” received some of the most
positive responses. Stakeholders praised the community’s enormous philanthropic capacity and rich
assortment of non-profit and faith-based institutions that do excellent work in the community. “Cultural
and arts facilities and programs” also performed well in the online survey, and the Arts Partnership of
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Greater Spartanburg and its partner organizations, the Chapman Cultural Arts Center, and Hub-Bub were
frequently lauded by input participants for their collective role in elevating the arts and culture scene of
Spartanburg County. Stakeholders also identified Spartanburg County’s outdoor and recreational amenities
as strengths. Many singled out Partners for Active Living (PAL) for its work to encourage healthy living and
combat childhood obesity via the promotion of the county’s walking/biking trails and bike share program,
school playgrounds and athletic facilities. Stakeholders said they would like to see these various outdoor
assets better linked to one another and downtown Spartanburg through greenways and trails.
But on the other hand, a clear picture that emerged from qualitative input and the survey data detailed in
Figure 17 is the need for more and better businesses and public spaces in which people of all ages can
socialize. A majority of survey respondents rated “nightlife options for adults” as “very poor/below
average.” And while Spartanburg’s attractiveness as a place to raise a family was a common theme to
emerge from the input process, entertainment and recreational amenities for families” also received more
negative than positive responses. Shopping and dining opportunities also received poor ratings in the
online survey. Stakeholders noted that there have been many positive developments on this front in recent
years, including multiple new restaurants, bars, and shops. But the clear consensus is that the community
must expand its roster of entertainment amenities and places where social interactions can occur.

Aesthetics
Public input revealed that Spartanburg County has room for improvement when it comes to aesthetics. As
shown in Figure 17, questions about “aesthetics and appearance of the community” and “quality of
development, planning, and land use” received more negative than positive responses from survey
participants. Specific concerns include blighted properties, underutilized or outdated commercial
properties, and key transportation corridors that lack visual appeal. Input participants noted that some
incremental improvements have been made to some of the key “gateways” into the community over the
years. But a number of stakeholders said that further improvements to these gateways are needed, as they
play a critical role in influencing first impressions for travelers and tourists, any one of whom could be a
potential resident, employer, or investor.

Openness
Open communities are those in which there are few real or perceived barriers to community engagement
and all residents are able to thrive. The public input process revealed there are numerous divisions within
Spartanburg County that limit its openness. Stakeholders frequently referred to an “East/West” divide that
is both geographical and cultural. Input participants said the eastern portion of the county is generally
perceived to be comprised of long-tenured communities, while the county’s western portions are home to
many residents who are relatively newer to the community. According to input participants, this divide has
deep roots. Said one stakeholder, “the ‘culture of Eastside and Westside’ still exists after many decades
(and shows) no signs of changing.”
Stakeholders also noted that despite significant progress in recent years, racial divisions still persist within
the community. This is supported by online survey responses to questions about the community’s diversity
and inclusivity. With responses cross-tabulated by race and ethnicity, a narrow majority (54.0 percent) of
individuals who identified as white agreed or strongly agreed with the statement “opportunities,
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communities and networks in Spartanburg County are accessible and open to a diverse range of people
and cultures.” But just 28.1 percent of respondents who identified as black agreed with this statement,
while 44.6 percent disagreed or strongly agreed. A similar division was seen in responses to the prompt
“Spartanburg County is an inclusive place” – 46.4 percent of white participants agreed or strongly agreed
compared to just 27.5 percent of black respondents. It should be emphasized that the online survey was
not scientific, and the views of any one group of participants do not necessarily represent those of the
entire population. But these differences are nevertheless striking and are consistent with qualitative input
received through interviews and focus groups.
Input participants who believed that Spartanburg County was not an inclusive community noted that this
perception is not strictly confined to racial divisions. Many mentioned that Spartanburg County can come
across as “cliquish,” which can be discouraging to new members of the community seeking to break
through. Additionally, others mentioned that the county’s large size and the dispersion of many rural
communities throughout the county can exacerbate feelings of separateness. One input participants said
that Spartanburg County as a whole is welcoming to outsiders, but there are noticeable internal divides
that break down by areas within the county. These real and perceived community divisions will be
discussed in further detail in the eighth and final story in this Assessment.

Community Attachment
Despite the aforementioned challenges related to social offerings, aesthetics, and openness, survey results
reveal that Spartanburg County residents feel a strong level of attachment to their community. An
overwhelming majority, 68.9 percent said they are “very likely” to continue living in Spartanburg County
compared to just 6.7 percent who said they were not likely to do so. A similar proportion of residents (69.5
percent) said it was at least somewhat likely that they would retire or remain retired in the community. But
among survey respondents with an opinion on the topic, just 24.4 percent said it was “very likely” their
children would want to continue living in Spartanburg County once grown, while nearly 40 percent said this
was “not likely.” Additionally, among respondents aged 34 or younger, just 54.8 percent said they were very
likely to continue living in Spartanburg County, nearly 18 percentage points lower than the proportion of
individuals aged 35 and over who said they were likely to do so. This generational disparity in
community attachment could represent a significant challenge for the community moving forward,
and it further highlights a need for proactive efforts to retain the community’s best and brightest
young residents.

Downtown Spartanburg
By far the lowest-polling quality of life and quality of place factor shown in Figure 18 was “ability to access
shops, restaurants, and services without using a car.” This is an attribute many talented individuals and
young professionals desire in a community. And in the modern climate where “business follows
talent,” walkable districts with a vibrant mix of residential and commercial uses and amenities are
becoming an important ingredient for economic success. This finding dovetails with by far the most
common topic of conversation related quality of place in Spartanburg County to emerge from public input
– downtown Spartanburg. An overwhelming majority of input participants contacted through interviews
and focus groups expressed a desire to see significant new investment in this area. This is evidenced by
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Figure 18, which shows the most common words that online survey participants used in open-ended
responses to what they would like to see change in the community in the next 10 years.

FIGURE 18: IMAGINE THAT YOU WENT HOME, PACKED YOUR BAGS, AND DIDN’T RETURN TO
SPARTANBURG COUNTY FOR TEN YEARS. WHAT WOULD YOU WANT TO SEE DIFFERENT (IF
ANYTHING) ABOUT THE COMMUNITY WHEN YOU RETURN?

Source: Market Street Services, Spartanburg County Community Survey (2016)

The connection between young professionals, white-collar job opportunities, and downtown investment
was frequently drawn by input participants. Stakeholders consistently noted that young professionals are
attracted to walkable neighborhoods that follow the “live, work, play” model and suggested that continued
enhancements to downtown Spartanburg in the form of increased entertainment and job opportunities are
needed. Input participants noted that tremendous improvements have been made to downtown
Spartanburg in recent years, and stakeholders also praised the numerous public, private, and philanthropic
leaders and organizations that have helped these positive changes to occur. And if ongoing developments
and a flurry of recent announcements are any indication, downtown Spartanburg is gathering momentum.
The AC Hotel by Marriott continues to take shape on the neighborhood’s western edge. And in the past
few months alone, project announcements have included a five-story mixed-use development that will
include 30 new apartment units and 3,000 square feet of ground level retail space to a new office building
with at least 50,000 square feet of space that can accommodate 250 professional services workers. 20 These
investments are an indication of progress in downtown Spartanburg and a clear sign that the
overwhelming desire of input participants to see a more vibrant downtown is beginning to be
realized. But stakeholders noted that downtown Spartanburg still has a long way to go, particularly
with respect to residential development. A variety of input participants viewed harnessing the potential
of downtown Spartanburg as the first domino that must fall – much like it did in neighboring Greenville –
in order for the community’s talent attraction and retention efforts to take off. One stakeholder said, “I
think until downtown grows, Greenville or Charlotte or Asheville will continue to be more appealing to
young people who are new to the area and previously unfamiliar with Spartanburg.”
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Housing
From a pure cost perspective, housing in Spartanburg County is affordable. More than 47 percent of survey
respondents rated “housing affordability” as “excellent/above average” compared to just 9.8 percent who
rated it “very poor/below average.” This sentiment is supported by data. Figure 19 shows a “home
affordability ratio” for Spartanburg County and all comparison geographies. This ratio is calculated by
dividing a geography’s median home value by its median household income. This figure reveals that
Spartanburg County has the most affordable housing of any comparison geography, and other data points
from cost of living indices and real estate databases supports this finding.

FIGURE 19: HOME AFFORDABILITY RATIO, 2009 AND 2014
Median Value of OwnerOccupied Housing Units

Median Household
Income

Home Affordability
Ratio

2009

2014

2009

2014

2009

2014

Spartanburg County, SC

$115,600

$121,200

$39,691

$43,688

2.91

2.77

York County, SC

$164,000

$162,900

$50,133

$52,565

3.27

3.10

Hamilton County, TN

$148,800

$160,400

$42,787

$48,379

3.48

3.32

Forsyth County, NC

$149,500

$144,900

$45,584

$45,220

3.28

3.20

South Carolina

$137,500

$140,000

$42,442

$45,238

3.24

3.09

$185,200

$181,200

$50,221

$53,657

3.69

3.38

United States

Source: U.S. Census Bureau, American Community Survey, 1-Yr Estimates

But while Spartanburg County’s housing is affordable, many input participants said that a lack of
multifamily housing in mixed-use contexts puts the community at a significant competitive disadvantage.
Just 17.3 percent of Spartanburg County’s housing mix is comprised of multifamily units – by far the lowest
proportion among any comparison geography. Individuals with knowledge of real estate and development
dynamics in the Upstate said the availability of multifamily housing that is within financial reach of young
professionals has played a significant role in Greenville’s success. In recent years, construction of
apartments and condominiums has skyrocketed nationwide. Multifamily housing growth has outpaced
single-family growth in every year since 2010, and in 2015, construction began on more new units than in
any year since 1998.21 But according to data from the U.S. Department of Housing and Urban
Development, Spartanburg County has seen relatively little multifamily construction during this time
period, adding just 264 total units. Preliminary data for 2015 also shows that Spartanburg County issued
zero multifamily building permits in 2015. In contrast, Greenville County issued 1,784, the most issued in
any year since at least 1980, the first year for which data is available.
Stakeholders with direct knowledge of market conditions noted that while there is some multifamily
housing available in downtown Spartanburg, additional purely market-driven development is unlikely in
the near future. According to these input participants, this is due to a combination of low rents and high
property taxes. In many South Carolina counties, Spartanburg among them, the number of individual tax
districts reaches into the dozens (or more), and the millage rates within these districts can vary widely.
Stakeholders noted that the presence of so many districts can be confusing to outside investors, and some

Page 37 – April, 2016

Spartanburg County Community and Economic Development Strategy – Community Assessment

said they believed having multiple districts ultimately leads to inefficiencies. From a data perspective, it can
be difficult to make meaningful property tax comparisons at the county level. But a comparison of millage
rates in the core downtown areas of several South Carolina communities reveals that property tax rates for
non-owner-occupied housing and commercial properties are indeed higher in downtown Spartanburg than
they are in Charleston, Greenville, and Rock Hill. (Millage rates were higher in downtown Columbia.) For a
large scale project, these differences can be significant. For instance, an office building or rental apartment
complex with a fair market value of $10 million would have an annual tax bill that is more than $80,000
higher in downtown Spartanburg than a development with an equivalent value in downtown Greenville.22
And given the fact that market rents tend to be lower in Spartanburg County, input participants said few if
any large scale projects will be viable without some form of tax relief or public incentives. Many
stakeholders both from within the development community and outside of it suggested that the use of
public incentives similar to those that have helped drive recent developments could be expanded to help
encourage a more vibrant core district and provide more housing options that are attractive for talented
young workers.
Other input participants said that promoting this type of development in other portions of the community
where the context is appropriate should be a priority. Said one input participant, “(the availability) of
mixed-used housing is almost non-existent in the County. Allowing this type of development will help to
draw young professionals to Spartanburg as well as entice recent graduates of our universities and colleges
to stay in our community.” Stakeholders identified former mills and mill village properties as potential
opportunities for providing mixed-use destinations elsewhere in the county, but added that while some
successful adaptive re-uses of these spaces have occurred, significant barriers remain in place for many
other former mill villages.
Input participants also noted that in many areas of Spartanburg County, a significant portion of the existing
housing stock is in poor condition. Stakeholders noted that many single-family and mobile homes are
abandoned or in states of disrepair. Input participants praised ongoing efforts such as the Northside
Initiative, a public-private coalition in the City of Spartanburg focused in part on neighborhood
redevelopment and revitalization and suggested that a similar models could be expanded elsewhere.

Crime
A comparison of government data and stakeholder input revealed that for some residents in Spartanburg
County, perceptions of crime do not match realities. Opinions on crime captured during the public input
process were mixed, but generally speaking, survey participants did not see crime as a major concern in
Spartanburg County. Only 20.3 percent of all survey respondents rated “sense of personal and property
safety” as “Very poor” or “Below average” on the survey. However, those who reported living in the county
less than 5 years (22.4 percent) and people between the ages of 25 and 34 (26.9 percent) were more likely
to rate this aspect of quality of life as “Very poor” or “Below average.” Although slight, these discrepancies
speak to the fact that some individuals contacted through the input process genuinely believed that
Spartanburg County is an unsafe place relative to other communities. Input participants noted that media
coverage frequently focuses on crime, and many stakeholders said this was a key factor in driving
perceptions.
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But data clearly reveals that Spartanburg County does not have substantially higher crime rates
relative to its comparison communities, and crime rates are falling rapidly, consistent with an overall
nationwide decline. Figure 20 shows per capita violent crime rates for all comparison geographies using
data from the Federal Bureau of Investigation’s (FBI) Uniform Crime Reports.

FIGURE 20: VIOLENT CRIME RATE PER 100,000 RESIDENTS
2003
Spartanburg County, SC
York County, SC
Forsyth County, NC
Hamilton County, TN
South Carolina
United States

751.1
1,155.6
626.4
827.0
793.6
476.6

2008

2013

663.7
727.2
747.0
705.1
727.3
457.5

2008 to 2013 2003 to 2013
% Change
% Change

465.6
417.7
504.3
605.5
508.5
379.1

-29.8%
-42.6%
-32.5%
-14.1%
-30.1%
-17.2%

-38.0%
-63.9%
-19.5%
-26.8%
-35.9%
-20.5%

Source: Moody’s Analytics and U.S. Census Bureau, Population Estimates

In 2013, there were approximately 465 violent crimes in Spartanburg County per 100,000 residents, a lower
rate than those in Forsyth County, NC, Hamilton County, TN, and the state of South Carolina. And while this
rate is higher than the national averages, crime is falling faster in Spartanburg County than it is nationwide.
Between 2008 and 2013, the incidence of violent crime declined by 29.8 percent, 12.6 percentage points
better than the national decrease. Similar trends were observed for property crimes. Moreover, the
most serious crimes – murder and non-negligent manslaughter – are also at historical lows. Between 1974
and 2012, Spartanburg County experienced at least 10 or more of these crimes each year. But in 2013,
there were just four murders and non-negligent homicides in the county.
While one crime is too many, Spartanburg County does not suffer from high crime rates relative to other
communities. And though some input participants noted that crime is worse in some areas in the
community than others, this is true of every community in the nation. Spartanburg County should remain
aware that the manner in which a community deals with perceptions of crime can negatively impact its
appeal to prospective talent and businesses.

Community Health
According to a 2013 “County Obesity Fact Sheet” prepared by the South Carolina Department of Health
and Environmental Control, Spartanburg County’s adult obesity rate is 31.7 percent, roughly consistent with
the statewide average of 31.8 percent. 23 For children between the ages of 2 and 17, the obesity rate was
slightly higher locally (17.2 percent) than the statewide average (16.7 percent). Spartanburg County
residents contacted through the stakeholder input process were complimentary of the collective
commitment shown by county leaders to address the public health needs of the community. In 2013, the
Spartanburg Community Indicators Project released its “Status of Public Health in Spartanburg County”
report, which flagged some specific community health concerns primarily related to adult obesity, cigarette
usage, and the lack of resources for those with behavioral health issues. 24 Many local entities like Partners
for Active Living (PAL), the Spartanburg Childhood Obesity Task Force (SCOTF) and the Road to Better
Health initiative – a coalition of healthcare providers and other stakeholders working to address community
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health challenges – are working collaboratively to make public health a top priority in Spartanburg County.
Their continued involvement and advocacy in Spartanburg County is important given the many studies that
link public health outcomes with socioeconomic standing.

Transportation and Mobility
The ability for residents to quickly and easily access job centers, retail establishments, and all manner of
amenities is particularly important to the health of a community. There is a clear economic dimension to
issues of mobility and transportation – an open job is of little use to a qualified worker if he or she is not
able to get to work in a reasonable and timely manner. Issues of mobility and transportation also are
closely tied to quality of life in an assortment of ways. The less time that an individual spends commuting
to work, the more time they have to engage themselves in their community and enjoy its various quality of
life amenities. Additionally, transportation options such as walking, biking, and public transportation are
increasingly appealing to residents of every age and income level. Communities that have a variety of
transportation options and increased connectivity can confer a variety of benefits to area residents – from
increased public health and economic mobility to improved community attractiveness.
Data reveals that the average commute time in Spartanburg County is shorter than the state and national
average. Traffic congestion did not emerge as a significant concern during the input process, though
stakeholders noted that some roads and highways require maintenance and suggested more could be
done at the state level to address these issues. When it comes to other modes of transportation, input
participants were more likely to be critical of what Spartanburg County has to offer. The “quality and
connectivity of sidewalks” was rated as “very poor” or “below average” by 35.9 percent of survey
respondents, and the “quality and connectivity of bike lanes and other bike infrastructure” received a
similar share of unfavorable opinions at 31.7 percent. These two mobility and transportation categories
received the greatest share of “very poor” or “below average” ratings out of the eight aspects of mobility
and transportation that were presented in the survey. For questions related to public transportation,
roughly half of respondents answered “don’t know or N/A,” likely a reflection of the fact that relatively few
residents utilize public transportation in the community. But a study from Clemson University on behalf of
the Spartanburg Area Regional Transit Agency (SPARTA) revealed that transit riders in the community were
generally satisfied with the service, but riders wanted more night and weekends services, which are
important to lower-wage workers who may need to access jobs or amenities outside of normal business
hours.25 Overall, transportation and traffic are among the top concerns for many communities and
regions –that these are not major concerns in Spartanburg County is a significant positive for both
residents and businesses.
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Key Takeaways
The link between a community’s quality of life and quality of place and its overall prosperity
cannot be overemphasized. In many respects, the relationship is obvious – people who suffer
from poor health outcomes or who lack an efficient and safe means of travel to work cannot
adequately engage themselves in the local workforce. Beyond that – and of particular
importance to Spartanburg County – is the fact that quality of life and quality of place are
increasingly viewed as important for a community’s talent attraction and retention efforts. As
has been emphasized throughout this Assessment, bolstering talent attraction and retention
efforts is an urgent need in the Spartanburg County community. Strategies to enhance a
community’s talent pool and to produce more homegrown talent can take decades to pay
dividends. Thus, making immediate and continuous improvements in the community’s quality of
place and quality of life assets represents a more immediate potential solution to the
community’s talent attraction and retention problem. Significant investments announced in just
recent months to improve downtown Spartanburg show that Spartanburg County leaders
understand this challenge. This momentum must be sustained, if not accelerated, for
Spartanburg County to have the quality of place and quality of life assets that will “wow”
prospective residents and white collar employers.

Page 41 – April, 2016

Spartanburg County Community and Economic Development Strategy – Community Assessment

7. ENTREPRENEURSHIP: UNREALIZED POTENTIAL
Economic development is frequently conceptualized as a “three-legged stool” where business attraction,
existing business expansion, and entrepreneurship all play important roles in job growth and wealth
creation. As discussed in the second story in this Assessment, Spartanburg County has experienced
tremendous growth in recent years resulting from economic development efforts related to business
attraction, retention, and expansion. Input participants praised the Economic Futures Group and the various
public and private leaders who market the community to new businesses, citing high-profile project wins
such as Adidas and Toray Industries as supporting evidence. Individuals familiar with the community’s
economic development climate also noted that the Economic Futures Group is in the process of
implementing an enhanced “existing industry” program focused on helping firms already based in
Spartanburg County to grow and thrive. Additionally, stakeholders involved in owning or managing a
business in Spartanburg County generally expressed positive views about the community’s business
climate. In other words, while there is always room for improvement, Spartanburg County has the
programming, expertise, and regulatory climate that is conducive to attracting and retaining firms.
The county’s entrepreneurial climate, however, is not quite so strong.
There are a variety of ways in which entrepreneurial and small business activity can be measured using
both government and proprietary data. These include examining the number and average dollar amount of
small business loans, the percentage of a community’s workforce that is self-employed, the proportion of
employment in firms that have been open for less than five years or have a small amount of employees,
and so on. The trends in Spartanburg County are somewhat mixed, but on the whole, they support the
conclusion that entrepreneurial activity was not a primary driver in the county’s recent overall growth. The
U.S. Census Bureau’s County Business Patterns (CBP) data series shows the number of establishments in a
specific geography by establishment size. Between 2008 and 2013, the number of establishments with one
to four employees in Spartanburg County contracted by 9.7 percent, compared to a national decrease of
just 0.5 percent. The proportion of a community’s employment that is comprised of self-employed workers
is frequently used as an indicator of entrepreneurial activity. And while the percentage of self-employed
individuals increased slightly faster than the national average between 2010 and 2015, just 5.2 percent of
local workers were self-employed at the end of that time period compared to 6.3 percent nationally. It is
not necessarily uncommon to see these types of conditions in smaller communities, particularly those with
“mill town histories.” But a variety of input participants noted that Spartanburg County’s
entrepreneurial ecosystem is underdeveloped and could be improved.
Figure shows survey responses from individuals who self-identified as an entrepreneur or small business
owner. On all but one factor, the “very weak/weak” responses outnumbered the “very
strong/strong” responses. Entrepreneurs and small business owners gave particularly low ratings to the
availability of seed loans and venture capital. Also noteworthy is the fact that 33.9 percent of respondents
rated “availability of talent (skilled employees)” as weak or very weak compared to just 20.4 percent who
viewed the factor as a strength, further underscoring the county’s need for more top talent.
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FIGURE 21: PLEASE RATE THE FOLLOWING COMPONENTS OF SPARTANBURG COUNTY’S
ENTREPRENEURIAL CLIMATE
Incubation facilities

29.0%

33.1%

37.9%

Acceleration programs

34.9%

32.6%

32.6%

Entrepreneur-focused events and meetups

34.9%

32.5%

32.5%

Mentorship opportunities

34.7%

36.0%

Availability of angel investment

41.9%

Small business development support

41.2%

Availability of talent (skilled employees)

31.5%

38.8%

Availability of seed loans

38.9%
20%

Very Weak/Weak

22.9%

45.7%

Availability of venture capital

10%

26.6%

35.9%

33.9%

0%

29.3%

20.4%

41.0%

20.1%

42.7%
30%

Average

40%

50%

60%

18.3%
70%

80%

90%

100%

Very Strong/Strong

Source: Market Street Services; Spartanburg County Community Survey (2016)
Question was presented to 220 individuals that self-identified themselves as entrepreneurs or small business owners

For the purposes of clarity, Figure 21 omits “don’t know or N/A” responses. But several factors received
very large numbers of “don’t know or N/A” replies; in three instances – availability of angel investment,
availability of seed loans, and acceleration programs – these accounted for more than 40 percent of total
answers. In other words, a large proportion of individuals who self-identified as entrepreneurs or
small business owners did not feel adequately informed about available small business resources to
evaluate several factors related to the entrepreneurial ecosystem and small business success.
Input participants with knowledge of the county’s entrepreneurial climate and offerings noted that
the community has many assets that could be leveraged for a thriving entrepreneurial ecosystem.
Stakeholders cited the GreenHouse Business Incubator at USC Upstate’s George Dean Johnson, Jr. College
of Business and Economics as a significant physical asset for the community. And while the Spartanburg
Angels network is not exclusively focused on Spartanburg County, many communities of a similar size
would covet the presence of a locally based angel investment group. But input participants noted that
the community’s assets are not well-coordinated with one another and lamented the lack of a
coordinated

strategy

for

entrepreneurship.

And

while

there

are

multiple

“champions”

of

entrepreneurship in Spartanburg County, past efforts and resources devoted to improving conditions have
come and gone, and there has been little continuity between efforts to build entrepreneurial networks and
resources over time. Participants cited the recent closure of the Iron Yard digital health accelerator and the
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hiatus of the Main Street Challenge program as examples of the “fits and starts” that the community has
experienced in its efforts to support entrepreneurship and small business development.
Stakeholders noted the reasons behind some of these past false starts are complex, and in some cases,
Spartanburg County was well served to move ahead in a different direction. But input participants said
there is clear interest and excitement from the business community for a fresh approach to
entrepreneurship. Building a well-developed entrepreneurial system is a time and resource-intensive
process that takes many years. But input participants strongly believe that the community possesses the
resources, desire, and untapped assets to make tremendous strides in the near future. One input
participant succinctly summarized the state of affairs as follows: “There is substantial momentum, yet many
of the entities with the most resources either aren't familiar with the most effective way to deploy them to
support an entrepreneurial ecosystem or do not see the upside in doing so. Spartanburg would benefit
from a leader or champion to work with a group of interested entrepreneurs and provide insight and
direction (for) the many existing resources. With some backbone and structure, much could be
accomplished.”

Key Takeaways
Spartanburg County’s success in attracting and retaining major large employers – particularly
manufacturing companies – has been well-documented in this Assessment and elsewhere. But
input participants noted that the community must also focus on small business and
entrepreneurial growth, and the consensus among stakeholders is that more work and better
coordination is needed on this front. Entrepreneurship has an important role to play in the
community’s pursuit of economic diversification and a greater presence of high-paying jobs
outside of traditionally strong sectors such as manufacturing. The community has assets and
resources that can be tapped to this end, but Spartanburg County must significantly increase and
better coordinate its efforts if it is to make meaningful headway.
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8. COMMUNITY COHESION AND IDENTITY: FROM A MILL VILLAGE
HISTORY TO #ONESPARTANBURG
Community pride can be a tremendous asset to a locality and its economic development initiatives.
Residents who love where they live and businesses that love where they are located are generally the best
advocates for internal growth and change and the best ambassadors to promote a community to visitors
and other external audiences. Many input participants said that most Spartanburg County residents love
where they live and take great pride in their community. But this message frequently was delivered with a
caveat – not everyone conceptualizes this “community” in the same way. And input participants frequently
attributed this to divisions in the community that have deep roots.
One cause of divisions is the Spartanburg’s legacy as a textile manufacturing hub. Although it has been
decades since the county was home to bustling textile mills, both physical and intangible reminders of this
past are very much alive. Former mill structures dot the community, and while input participants said some
offer opportunities for adaptive re-use, many also serve as eyesores in their disused states. Many former
mill villages and families that depended on the textile industry remain fractured and cut off from the
economic success that has taken hold in its place. And according to input participants from around
Spartanburg County, the fact that mill villages operated “in silos” as independent economic, political, and
social units led to a “disconnected” patchwork of small, internally focused communities.
Stakeholders said political legacies from this past live on in the form of attributes like the county’s
numerous independent fire districts and the complicated web of dozens of taxing districts to support
various localized services. Input participants said these conditions, though potentially confusing to
newcomers in the community, might be seen merely as quirks were they not reflective of some stilllingering divisions between Spartanburg County’s people that can be traced back to the mill village
economic structure. Said one input participant, “Our community has a long legacy of divisiveness due to
our mill industries and the separation of community segments that became ingrained in the community.
While those mills are gone, the remaining division of people continues to perpetuate a gap that we must
overcome in order to truly thrive.”
According to input participants, community divisions based on geography are not limited to former mill
villages. The “East/West divide” referenced earlier in this Assessment is a primary example. One participant
who moved to Spartanburg County from elsewhere said, “For an outsider with no real ties to the
community, it takes a lot of effort to feel included. Also, the county itself is extremely diverse … the West
and East sides of town might as well be completely different cities.” There is evidence to support the idea
that Spartanburg County’s west side has seen the bulk of the community’s growth in recent years. This is
perhaps not surprising given the fact that these portions of the county are positioned between the cities of
Spartanburg and Greenville and are home to many major employers such as BMW that have located along
the Interstate 85 corridor. But an analysis of population growth by Census tract shows stark differences in
growth patterns between east and west in Spartanburg County. Figure 22 shows Census tracts as they
existed in Spartanburg County in 2000.26
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FIGURE 22: SPARTANBURG COUNTY CENSUS TRACTS, 2000

Spartanburg City Limit
Interstate Highways

Sources: Market Street Services; U.S. Census Bureau, Census 2000 and 2010 Census Tract Relationship Files;
National Historic Geographic Information System
Note: the tracts highlighted in green are those that are positioned – all or in part – west of Interstate 26 and within three miles of Interstate 85.

Between 2000 and 2010, the most recent time period for which reliable population estimates at the
tract level are available, the tracts highlighted in green accounted for 75.4 percent of Spartanburg
County’s growth despite comprising just 26.7 percent of its land area. 27 Meanwhile, the tracts
shaded in red all experienced net population losses during this time period, with a combined 5,700
fewer residents in 2010 than in 2000. Growth in these areas was not totally uniform. Two tracts within
the area shaded green lost population between 2000 and 2010 just as some tracts on the east side of the
community posted population gains. But generally speaking this map supports public input regarding the
“east/west divide” in county growth patterns.
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Another common division cited by stakeholders was the “City/County divide.” As Figure 22 shows, the City
of Spartanburg (shown outlined in blue) comprises just a small portion of the county’s overall land area
and population, with only 12.8 percent of total county residents living within the city limit. Stakeholders
from both inside and outside the city limit noted that the City of Spartanburg’s ability to address issues
such as downtown development is often constrained. Participants noted that the city’s tax base is limited
due to the fact that a significant portion of its land area is untaxable under non-profit ownership, while at
the same time its residents require many more services. According to American Community Survey data
from the U.S. Census Bureau, an average of more than 40 percent of households in the city earn less than
$25,000 per year between 2010 and 2014, compared to a county-wide figure of 28.7 percent during this
same time period. Residents and leaders from Spartanburg County and its various cities – Spartanburg
among them – expressed a strong desire for greater cooperation between political jurisdictions in the
community.
Overall, the prevailing opinion among input participants is that the divisions within Spartanburg
County – political, geographical, racial, and otherwise – are not so great that they cannot be
overcome. There is also evidence of significant recent progress along these lines. The Spartanburg Area
Chamber of Commerce’s recently launched “OneSpartanburg” campaign – often stylized with the social
media hashtag #OneSpartanburg as in the title of this story – is a big leap in the right direction as the
county seeks to unite around a common purpose and message. Ultimately, stakeholders expressed a
desire to work toward uniting behind a shared vision for the future in which all residents can be
among its most vocal and active champions. This strategic planning process provides the ideal
avenue to do so in a comprehensive fashion.

Key Takeaways
Public input revealed that Spartanburg County residents are generally proud of their community,
but that several divisions exist within the community. Its history as a textile manufacturing hub led
to a “mill village mentality” that has created tangible and intangible differences in the community,
while “East/West” and “City/County” differences also have emerged in more recent times.
Additionally, the racial divisions described in the “Openness” discussion in story seven present an
initial challenge. These community barriers were viewed as a key challenge that Spartanburg
County must overcome to grow prosperity for all county residents. Spartanburg County is
unmistakably moving in the right direction to unite the community and inspire pride for the entire
County. This strategic planning process and the Spartanburg Area Chamber’s recently launched
“OneSpartanburg” campaign are the clearest signs yet that county leaders understand the
challenge before them.
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CONCLUSION
Predicting the future with respect to community and economic development can never be done with
absolute certainty. In a globalized economy, there are simply too many variables for which to account, and
the pace of change is often bewildering. In a 2010 interview with The Wall Street Journal Harvard University
economist Lawrence Katz quipped, "One thing we've learned is that when we attempt to forecast jobs 10 or
15 years out, we don't even get the categories right.”28 But the findings in this Assessment do lend
themselves to some broad generalizations about how the community might fare in a “status quo future.”
The many place-based and infrastructure advantages that have helped fuel manufacturing and
distribution/logistics growth in Spartanburg County are likely to remain valuable competitive advantages
into the foreseeable future. But as the previous story outlined, rapid growth in these business sectors in
recent years has not translated into prosperity across the full economic ladder in Spartanburg County.
Rather, many individuals have fallen further behind. It is unlikely that this trend will reverse itself
organically. Additionally, many occupations within these sectors could be at high risk of automation at
some point in the future, raising questions about the number of jobs firms in these sectors will support.
Communities that are best positioned in the modern economy will be those with diverse business sector
compositions supported by a talented and highly educated workforce. But given Spartanburg County’s
existing educational attainment dynamics, the community will have a hard time finding success in this
environment. If current trends hold, the county stands to fall further behind other communities on critical
educational attainment metrics. The availability of top talent is already the most important location factor
for many businesses, and this criteria is likely to grow in importance in an increasingly knowledge-based
economy. Communities with low levels of educational attainment that are unable to attract more educated
in-migrants will find it difficult if not virtually impossible to grow and compete for high-paying jobs in
growth industries. Spartanburg County’s low levels of educational attainment and mixed economic
outcomes for residents are further complicated by its child poverty rate, which has skyrocketed in recent
years. Children who grow up in poverty are far more likely to struggle academically and socially than their
peers who did not. Even if the growth in child poverty rates were to level off immediately, a significant
portion of the community’s next generation is already at a major disadvantage.
In short, Spartanburg County must take bold action if it is to be a more successful and prosperous
community in the future. This strategic planning effort will provide the framework for doing so. The next
step in the process is the development of the Target Business Analysis and Marketing Review, which will
provide a deeper look at the most realistic opportunities for economic growth and evaluate how the
community markets itself to a variety of internal and external audiences. Upon completion of the research
phases, the Steering Committee and Market Street will work together to identify the appropriate strategies
to address the issues uncovered in the initial phases of this process. These recommendations will be
developed and refined during the summer and fall of 2016. The process will culminate in October of 2016
with the development of an Implementation Plan that will provide the blueprint for putting these
recommendations into action.
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The distribution of responses by school district from the 1,228 people who stated that their child had attended a school in
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