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Executive Summary 
Like many counties across the United States, Sarasota County has 
experienced a sharp downturn in jobs and the tax base. Because 
the region was highly dependent on housing and development 
industries, the county took an early hit as that market declined. 
Other industries soon followed with job losses. To return to 
employment levels of 2005 and 2006 and grow at a steady rate of 
approximately 2–3% per year, Sarasota County will need to add 
approximately 15,000 jobs to its economy over the next five years. 
On an annual basis, that is approximately 3,000 jobs per year.  

This next economic development plan will need to accomplish 
three key objectives: 

Á Identify opportunities for short-term stimulus. 

Á Strategically position the county for long-term and diversified 
business and job growth. 

Á Build needed capacity in expertise and resources to compete 
in a changing economy 

Business and community leaders are acutely aware of the need to 
diversify the industry base and be less reliant on just a few sectors. 
To take advantage of growing markets, the quality of Sarasota 
County’s workforce will need to be enhanced. The county is 
aware that it has not maximized opportunities for our growing base 
of innovation-based companies (e.g., technology, medical 
sciences, manufacturing, environmental services) and will need to 
pay attention to these resident businesses. Yet, self-assessment 
shows a heightened willingness to work together and to think more 
strategically about the economy. As one business leader noted, 
“Now is the time to put aside our need to take credit and worry 
about results.” 

Community and business leaders have made it clear that a 
shotgun approach will no longer work. This proposed plan is based 
on five guiding principles: 

Á Promote the growth/health of existing businesses. 

Á Create an environment that promotes homegrown businesses 
and innovation. 

Á Diversify the economy through platforms that build on our 
unique assets.  

Á Make strategic plays in emerging markets. 

Á Leverage resources and investments to grow capacity to 
pursue economic opportunities. 
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Identifying the Opportunities 
Economic development practitioners agree that increasing 
industry diversity and growing high value jobs are most effectively 
accomplished by building on core strengths and strategically 
targeting new markets—not using a shotgun approach. Chasing 
economic markets where a region has limited infrastructure, 
workforce, and business expertise is an expensive venture and 
produces few results. Asset-based opportunities in Sarasota County 
include: 

Existing Businesses: While job growth is down, the number of new 
companies continues to grow. In 2008, there were more than 
15,450 business establishments, up from 14,780 businesses in 2006. 
The ability to foster growth for existing businesses offers significant 
potential. If just 20% of the county’s establishments add on 
average four jobs each, the total job creation would be more 
than 12,300 jobs, or all jobs lost over the past few years. More 
needs to be done to grow businesses that have already made 
investments in our community. 

Aging: By 2010, one in three adults in the United States will be over 
the age of 50, and by 2020, over 40% of adults will have passed 
their 65th birthday. This represents strong market-driven 
opportunities for developing products, services, and housing for an 
older demographic—medical services and products, aging-in-
place design and construction markets, and consumer products 
and services for wellness. As we have witnessed through 
healthcare being one of the only sectors not to lose jobs recently, 
this market offers a robust diversification strategy and builds on 
expertise already in the county.  

Sustainable Systems: Along with energy, water is at the forefront of 
sustainability efforts and builds on the region’s expertise in marine 
sciences and aquaculture and water resource management. It is 
also a market that is not being strongly pursued by every other 
community. Growing opportunities for low-impact development 
support regional businesses in architecture, construction, 
landscaping, water, and energy management. Other green 
business opportunities can be augmented by stimulus projects 
from local, state, and federal governments. 

Design: The multi-billion dollar markets of social networks, 
interactive technologies, and Internet broadcasting allow for 
many possibilities for the region’s software and IT, design and 
advertising, film and video, and performing arts businesses. Design 
is rapidly growing as a productivity and development tool in other 
industries. Design thinking applies a designer's approach to 
problem solving, characterized by a deep understanding of the 
user, creative resolution of tensions, collaborative prototyping, and 
continuous modification and enhancement of ideas and solutions. 
Sarasota County’s leading-edge design community could help 
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other industries develop more transformative services and 
technologies. 

Innovation and Entrepreneurs: Industries depend on the ability to 
continually turn ideas and discoveries into new products or 
services to maintain their competitive edge. Regions with an 
innovation mind-set have a higher rate of entrepreneurial 
development and attraction, higher growth rates in high-wage, 
high value industries, and more diversification of industries. The 
significant array of research, capital, and professional expertise in 
the broader region is currently underutilized by entrepreneurs in 
the county, limiting the ability to start or grow innovation-based 
companies. With many of the pieces in place, there are 
immediate opportunities to strengthen the county’s innovation 
capacity. 

An Economic Framework for Sarasota County 
Reaching a target of 15,000 jobs and 2,500 new firms in five years 
will require the county to enhance its overall capacity for 
economic development and pursue targeted markets that build 
on the community’s strengths and interests. With limited budgets 
from the public sector and private companies, it will be more 
important than ever to make the best use of existing resources and 
expertise. To this end, the five-year economic development 
strategic plan consists of six goals, summarized in the box below, 
and in the table on the following page. 

 

Reaching these goals will mean a more strategic focus of our 
resources, supported by clear outcomes and strategies, and 
shared accountability. Table 1.1 highlights key strategies for this 
plan.

Economic Development Goals 

1. Grow and strengthen the competitiveness of existing 
businesses. 

2. Develop a robust environment for innovation and 
entrepreneurs. 

3. Be a national leader for businesses and institutions that 
develop products and services for an aging 
demographic: Aging Platform. 

4. Build our reputation as a premier location for design 
expertise: Design Platform. 

5. Expand expertise and business opportunities in applied 
environmental and sustainable systems: Sustainable 
Systems Platform. 

6. Optimize how people, policies, and investments work 
together to reach our economic goals.  
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Table 1.1. Summary of Goals, Strategies, and Outcomes 

GOAL/STRATEGY PROPOSED 
LEAD 

PROPOSED TASKS & ADDITIONAL 
PARTNERS 

Goal A:  Grow and strengthen the competitiveness of existing businesses 
Strategy A-1: Develop a robust business retention 
and expansion (“BRE”) program for traded-
sector businesses and high value clusters  
• Develop supply and value chains for major 

segments (start with existing clusters); plug 
the leaks within the region  

• Enhance assistance for programs/services 
that increase competitiveness and 
productivity 

EDC  Lead development of value chain 
mapping for major industry clusters 
with information from Chambers 
and other economic partners. 

Strategy A-2:  Expand capacity and expertise in 
international business development  
• Trade development efforts in targeted 

markets  
• Education & training programs 

Sarasota and 
Manatee EDCs  
 
 

Act as focal point for gathering 
data on international market 
opportunities and identifying 
appropriate partners for assistance.    
Tampa Bay Partnership and 
Enterprise Florida would be key 
partners. 

Strategy A-3: Actively pursue the growth of 
targeted small businesses  
• Pursue an economic gardening effort  
• Strengthen collaboration among small 

business service providers  
• Connect small businesses to value 

chain/procurement efforts 

Chambers of 
Commerce 
 
 
 
 

Manage the overall process and 
provide assistance to businesses 
with local and regional markets. 
Assist traded-sector-based 
businesses identified by this process. 
(EDC) 
Work with public agencies to link 
local businesses to procurement 
policies.  

Desired Outcomes 
Increased revenues and profitability for existing businesses 

Growth of small businesses 
Goal B:  Develop a robust environment for innovation & entrepreneurship 

Strategy B-1: Facilitate the start-up and 
expansion of innovation-based businesses  
• Establish a regional Innovation Center that 

provides services and facilities for 
innovation-based industries 

EDC 
Foundation as 
a joint project 
of the Sarasota 
and Manatee 
County EDCs 
 

Establish an advisory board of 
colleges, universities, capital funds, 
and technology groups. 

Strategy B-2: Enhance the entrepreneurial pool 
in the County including access to capital and 
commercialization services. 
• Strengthening connections with research 

institutions 
• Angel capital network and alliances with 

equity funds 

EDC  Collaborate with regional partners 
(Tampa Bay Technology Forum, 
Florida Venture Forum, Gulf Coast 
Venture Forum, 82 Degrees, Startup 
Florida).  

Strategy B-3: Develop districts or hubs of business 
and innovation activities (“eco-districts” or 
“design districts”) 

County and 
municipal 
governments  
 

Establish a public-private 
partnership that include 
developers, educational institutions, 
and key industry associations. 
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GOAL/STRATEGY PROPOSED 
LEAD 

PROPOSED TASKS & ADDITIONAL 
PARTNERS 

Desired Outcomes 
Increased number and growth of start-up companies in innovation-based industries 

Increased private sector investment in local businesses 
Goal C:  Become a national leader for businesses and services that serve an older 

demographic: Aging Platform 
Strategy C-1:  Establish an Institute for the Ages 
that can act as a focal point and aggregator for 
markets and industries  
Á Aggregate, organize, and make data 

available  
Á Formulate and host forums on key aging 

issues  
Á Develop an “open innovation” facility and 

business model 

Partners 
Council 
Strategic Team 
on Aging 
partnering with 
SCOPE  

Oversee development of a business 
plan to identify lead organizations 
for implementation and operations.  
 

Strategy C-2: Increase the capacity for existing 
businesses to grow and expand their market 
share 
Á Enhance connections with relevant research 

in the region 
Á  Act as broker to help to increase clinical 

trials and research  
Á Establish a consortium that specializes in 

“aging in place” 

Institute/EDC Initial efforts can be managed 
through contracts with the EDC; 
ongoing effort would be managed 
by the Institute. 

Strategy C-3: Establish Sarasota County as the 
learning center for aging markets  
Á Provide training and learning facilities  
Á Actively recruit training and continuing 

education events 
Á Establish an annual Aging in Place Expo 

Institute/EDC Tourism Development Board could 
play a role in the funding and 
planning, given the likely potential 
for increased tourism and related 
impacts. 

Desired Outcomes 
National reputation as leader in products and services in markets serving older demographics 

Growth of existing businesses and attraction of new businesses serving an “aging” market: medical, 
healthcare, design, construction, and related industries 

Goal D:  Build our reputation as a premier location for businesses and institutions with design expertise: 
Design Platform 

Strategy D-1:  Expand business development 
opportunities by building expertise in the 
application of design thinking  
Á Hold workshops and training for design 

thinking 
Á Conduct a feasibility study for a Design 

Thinking Consortium & Prototyping Center  

Ringling 
College of Art + 
Design, with 
support from 
Partners 
Council 
Strategy Team 
on Design 

Use the Proof of Concept Fund 
(strategy F-5) to conduct feasibility 
study 

Strategy D-2:  Facilitate the start-up and 
expansion of businesses in key sectors  
Á Identify and access new markets & 

technologies 
Á Develop capital access strategies and build 

capacity of technical/management teams 

Sarasota and 
Manatee 
County EDCs, 
jointly 

As described in Strategy B-1. 
 

Strategy D-3:  Sponsor a business plan 
competition in conjunction with the annual 
Design Summit to promote the 
commercialization of ideas/research 

EDC 
 

Support from Startup Florida, the 
Florida Venture Forum, and the 
Tampa Bay Technology Forum 
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GOAL/STRATEGY PROPOSED 
LEAD 

PROPOSED TASKS & ADDITIONAL 
PARTNERS 

Strategy D-4:  Develop a targeted marketing 
campaign to increase awareness of the region’s 
design-related sectors 

Sarasota 
County Arts 
Council, 

Support  from EDC & Convention 
and Visitor’s Bureau 

Strategy D-5:  Continually explore new market 
opportunities for traditional creative segments  

The Film & 
Entertainment 
Office and the 
Arts Council 

 

Desired Outcomes 
Enhanced national reputation as a leader in design and design thinking 

Growth of firms and jobs in design-related industries 
Development of new design-based products and services 

Goal E:  Expand business opportunities in applied environmental and sustainable systems: 
Sustainability Platform 

Strategy E-1:  Support development and 
commercialization of sustainable aquaculture 
technologies and expansion of regional 
aquaculture industry 

Mote Marine 
Laboratory, 
with support 
from the 
Partners 
Council 
Strategy Team 
on Sustainable 
Systems 

 

Strategy E-2:  Expand marine sciences 
educational programs to draw students and 
visitors from outside the region 

Mote Marine 
Laboratory 

Support from EDC and TDC 

Strategy E-3:  Assist local businesses with 
environmental and sustainable products/services 
to maximize their market share within Florida and 
expand product/service offerings 

Chambers 
EDC 
 

Identify state and national policies 
where businesses have expertise. 
Provide connections to research 
and innovation resources to 
commercialize products. 

Strategy E-4:  Develop a consortium model that 
promotes Sarasota County as a location for 
applied and integrated sustainable concepts.  

Partners 
Council 
Strategy Team 
on Sustainable 
Systems  
 

Develop a full business and 
operating plan that would identify 
funding resources and lead 
partners for implementation and 
operations 

Desired Outcomes 
Development of businesses that develop products and provide professional and technical services in 

sustainable markets 
Training and education of local workforce to seize opportunities for green jobs 

Goal F:  Optimize how people, policies and investments work together to reach our economic 
goals 

Strategy F-1: Create green jobs and develop 
local expertise in sustainable development 
through public sector investments and programs.  
Á Key public sector rehabilitation and 

development projects.  
Á 2-3 signature projects  
Á Use of public facilities as test sites 

Public sector 
agencies, 
county and city 
governments 
Workforce 
Investment 
Board/ 
education & 
training 
institutions 

Ensure outreach to and training of 
local businesses and workers 
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GOAL/STRATEGY PROPOSED 
LEAD 

PROPOSED TASKS & ADDITIONAL 
PARTNERS 

Strategy F-2: Make it easier for businesses to 
expand in or locate to the region by using public 
facilities for temporary ramp-up operations  
 

Public sector 
agencies and 
EDC/Chambers 
of Commerce  

Collaborate on an inventory of 
facilities in various communities 
around the county.  
Use the inventory for business 
development activities 

Strategy F-3: Utilize public policies and 
procurement practices to maximize support of 
local businesses  
Á Establish a policy requiring companies 

receiving public assistance to file a local 
procurement plan.  

Á Enhance purchasing strategies to give local 
preference while maintaining legal 
obligations.  

EDC – lead 
organization  
 
County and 
city 
governments 
 
 

Chambers of Commerce to partner 
in this effort and assist companies 
filing local procurement plans to 
access the local marketplace 
through connections with their 
members 
 

Strategy F-4: Develop locally controlled 
incentives for business development 
Á Seed incentive fund with escheated lot 

funds.  
Á Market, provide technical assistance, and 

make recommendations for the use of 
incentives. 

Sarasota 
County  
EDC  
 
 

EDC Board approve use of funds 
under a set amount; Board of 
County Commissioners approve 
larger projects. 

Strategy F-5: Develop a “proof of concept” fund 
to move targeted industry cluster or platform 
initiatives from idea to fully developed business 
concepts with funding and operating plans. 

EDC or EDC 
Foundation  
 
Partners 
Council 
Strategy Team  

 

Desired Outcomes 
Alignment and leverage of public and private resources to do “more with less” 

The ability to move economic efforts from idea to implementation stages 
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Introduction 
This planning process began as the nation pushed further into a 
recession. During the six-month planning process, jobs in all 
industries except healthcare continued to tumble, indicating 
serious times ahead. Throughout the planning process, business 
and community leaders consistently noted the need to diversify 
the industry base and be less dependent on just a few sectors. 
There was widespread awareness that the quality of jobs required 
for the future needs to be enhanced—focusing on wages, skills, 
and industries that will maintain a high quality of life and be 
attractive to young workers and families. Along with this self-
assessment came a heightened willingness to work together and 
to think more creatively and strategically about opportunities. 

Like many regions across the nation, Sarasota County has seen a 
sharp downturn in jobs and a decrease in the region’s payroll and 
tax base. To return to employment levels of 2005 and 2006 and to 
grow jobs at a modest rate, Sarasota County will need to add 
approximately 15,000 jobs to its economy in the next five years. On 
an annual basis, that is approximately 2,600 to 2,700 jobs per year. 
The Tampa Bay Partnership has calculated that the six-county 
region (Pasco, Pinellas, Hillsborough, Hernando, Manatee, Polk, 
and Sarasota) needs to add to 50,000 jobs in the short term and 
30,000 jobs each year thereafter to recover from the recent 
current recession. Sarasota County represents approximately 9% of 
the region’s job base; that equates to 4,500 jobs in the next 12 
months and 2,700 jobs in each following year. Whichever way you 
cut it, a long road lies ahead for Sarasota County -- and all 
communities in this country.  

This new strategic plan is an update of the 2004 Sarasota County 
five-year economic development plan that focused on 
strengthening the economy through the growth of traded-sector 
industries, accelerated entrepreneurial development, and the 
enhancement of the business climate. While progress has been 
made in many of these areas, rapid growth from 2004 to 2006 in 
real estate and related industries drew community attention away 
from the need for a more diversified industry base.  

An economic roadmap for the next five years will need to be 
robust and agile enough to shift between immediate opportunities 
and longer-term positioning. In essence, it will need to accomplish 
three key objectives: 

While the road to 
economic recovery 
will be tough, the 
downturn has 
strengthened the 
resolve of the county 
to work together to 
build a more robust 
and diversified 
economy. 

1. To identify opportunities for short-term job stimulus, 

2. To develop strategic opportunities that position the county 
for sustained and diversified business and job growth, and  

3. To build the necessary capacity in expertise and resources 
to compete in a changing economy. 
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Planning Phases and Methodology 
In September 2008, the consulting team of Scruggs & Associates 
LLC, IronWolf Community Resources, and RTI International were 
chosen to update the county’s economic development plan. The 
project was conducted in three major phases: Phase One 
provided a community assessment to identify economic assets, 
and gaps. Phase Two identified a specific set of opportunities for 
economic diversification, and Phase Three developed these 
opportunities into a strategic plan completed in the spring of 2009.  

Phase One 

Economic Profile (October – November 2008) 

The economic profile summarized recent industry and 
employment changes and trends to provide insights on growth 
patterns of business sectors and occupations. Most employment, 
wage, and demographic data contained in this report came from 
federal and state government sources, including the Bureau of 
Labor Statistics, Bureau of Economic Analysis, Census Bureau, 
National Realtors Association, and the Florida Agency for 
Workforce Innovation. For growth trends, the report uses 2002 as 
the baseline year and 2007 as the most recent data.  

Community Assessment (October – November 2008) 

The community assessment identified and evaluated the county’s 
economic strengths and weaknesses as viewed by community 
and business leaders. The community input began in October 2008 
with the consultant team conducting more than 70 individual and 
group interviews. The information collected in the personal 
interviews defined topics and directions for an Internet-based 
survey that was sent to various businesses and community 
organizations throughout the county. The team evaluated more 
than 450 validated responses to understand the community’s 
perception of its current economic condition and the capacity for 
building a strong economy over the next five years.  

Evaluation of Industry Clusters (October – December 2008) 

The consulting team conducted an evaluation of the targeted 
industry clusters defined in the 2004 Strategic Plan. The evaluation 
included the identification of key assets, data on the past five-year 
performance, and research on promising economic opportunities. 
Economic data from the Bureau of Labor Statistics and the Florida 
Agency for Workforce Innovation were used to assess 
performance; information from interviews, the survey, and 
secondary research was used to identify assets and gaps. 
Technical staff at RTI International researched market trends and 
provided recommendations for business development. 
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Phase Two 

Identification of Economic Opportunities (December 2008 – 
February 2009) 

The economic opportunity phase expanded the information 
gathered from the community assessment, and researched 
existing industry clusters and emerging market segments that 
aligned with existing economic assets. The consulting team 
identified “differentiating” economic assets—those areas where 
Sarasota County or the immediate region had a competitive 
advantage over many other regions. The team explored new 
markets for existing industries, and examined ways in which public 
sector investments could act as a short-term job creator, building 
marketable expertise for local businesses.  

The process also included multiple focus groups, strategy sessions, 
and conference calls with businesses and economic leadership. 
This research led us to a set of opportunities to assist existing 
businesses and three “platforms” or strategic plays that connected 
multiple industry sectors to a set of targeted market opportunities. 
Opportunities related to small business development, business 
retention, innovation, and public finance models were identified 
by conducting a gap analysis of key issues and researching best 
practices. These issues were then vetted with a variety of 
economic development organizations and public sector leaders. 

Strategy Development (March – April 2009) 

The final phase of the project combined the work of the previous 
two phases and developed a planning framework that contained 
targeted goals, key strategies, performance metrics, and 
partnership recommendations. The initial framework was reviewed 
by the Economic Development Corporation of Sarasota County 
(EDC) Partners Council and Board of Directors to ensure that the 
strategies were aligned with community interest. A draft plan was 
then presented at an economic leadership forum on March 20, 
2009, where more than 110 business and community leaders 
reviewed the plan and refined goals and strategies. The final draft 
plan (this report) was developed using results and insights from all 
previous phases. 

“Now is the time to put 
aside our need to take 
credit, and worry 
about results.” 
Business Leader 
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A Snapshot of the Region’s Economic Assets and Gaps 
 
This section contains highlights of the full community or SWOT1 
assessment found in Appendix A of this report. These highlights 
underscore the assets and gaps that set the stage for assessing the 
potential value of various economic opportunities.  

Highlights from the Economic Profile 
From 2002 to 20072, Sarasota County increased jobs and businesses 
in an array of industries, including higher-wage professional and 
technical sectors. While the last 12 to 18 months have been 
overshadowed by a dramatic decline in real estate and related 
sectors, many industry segments with markets outside the region 
grew slightly or remained stable.  

Recent Employment: In 2007, approximately 155,159 people were 
employed by firms in Sarasota County, with 140,485 of those jobs in 
the private sector. This represents a loss of almost 4,000 jobs in the 
private sector over 2006 employment figures. The majority of the 
job loss came from construction (-2,525 jobs) with an additional 
1,308 jobs lost in manufacturing. Healthcare and arts and 
recreation experienced the largest job gains in 2007. In September 
2008, the percentage of unemployed in Sarasota County was 
estimated at 7.6%, a 49% increase over the prior year, and 30% 
higher than the U.S. average. In February 2009, unemployment 
reached double digits in Sarasota County. 

Five-Year Trend (2002–2007): Looking at the past five-year trend, 
higher-wage industries, such as professional and technical 
services, management of companies, and healthcare, added 
more jobs than construction, indicating progress toward a more 
diversified economy. Compared to other regions in the United 
States, the county has a higher percentage of its jobs in tourism, 
performing arts, healthcare services, and membership 
organizations and foundations. Recently released 2008–2016 labor 
market projection data from the Florida Agency for Workforce 
Innovation shows occupation growth in architects, engineers, life 
scientists, and education all outperforming a recovery in 
construction jobs. 

Wages: The average 2007 wage of Sarasota County remained 
below the U.S. average ($36,903 compared to $43,524). This lower 
wage is a disadvantage since the cost of living (due primarily to 
housing prices) remains above U.S. averages. Lower than average 
wages in technical and degreed occupations can make it harder 
to attract professionals and keep young talent in the area. 

                                          
1 SWOT assessment includes information on the county’s strengths, 
weaknesses, opportunities, and threats to economic development activities. 
2 2007 was the last year for which there is annual government data available 
for Florida and other states. 
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New Businesses and Entrepreneurs: Despite a loss of jobs, Sarasota 
County continues to increase the number of new companies, 
adding more than 250 new establishments in 2007. In addition, the 
county has a high percentage of self-employed individuals; nearly 
35,000 people were sole proprietors, with earnings significantly 
above the U.S. average for self-employed. 

Demographics: The median age in Sarasota County is 49.2 years, 
compared to 36.4 years for the United States, with a lower than 
average percentage of the population participating in the labor 
force. Working residents of Sarasota County and the metro region 
tend to be in occupations that support construction and local and 
retail services, and are much less likely to be employed in a 
computer, engineering, scientific, or management occupation.  

Educational Attainment: While college educational attainment of 
the population 25 years and older in Sarasota (28.4% in 2006) is 
slightly above the U.S. average, it is decreasing for younger 
workers. Workers in the county 25–44 years of age have an 
educational attainment of 21%, compared to 36% for workers 45–
64 years of age. 

Highlights from the Community Assessment 
The community assessment asked businesses and public leaders to 
describe a desired economic future, and identify potential 
opportunities, strengths, and weaknesses in key areas of economic 
development. 

When the community was asked to describe desired economic 
outcomes for the next five years, the following themes emerged:  

Á Enhancing the ability to compete in a knowledge-based 
economy, by diversifying the number of businesses in industries 
with livable wages and broad-based markets 

Á Building an economy that attracts and retains young 
professionals, especially through the growth of design, science, 
and technology-based industries  

Á Capitalizing on the region’s strengths and turning assets into 
business opportunities 

Capitalizing on the older demographics and the higher-than-
average level of disposable income among this population – 
an economic strategy to identify, attract, and grow businesses 
that develop new products, technologies, and medical 
devices for an aging population. Ideas included leading-edge 
wellness and health care and aging-in-place innovations 
(incorporating “smart home” monitoring with energy efficiency 
and the green/clean tech concept). 

Promoting design thinking – going beyond art to incorporate 
design thinking as an innovation tool for all types of industries, 
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enhancing how products and services are developed and 
delivered. The region’s design and architectural and 
engineering talent, combined with Web-enabled 
technologies, could be utilized in this type of effort. 

Á Growing existing businesses through focused retention and 
expansion programs, more coordinated entrepreneurial 
development efforts, and enhanced connections to university 
R&D in the broader region. 

Á Integrating the concept of sustainable development into 
economic development opportunities for growing green jobs, 
centered around attracting various alternative energy, green 
building design, environmental services, and water resource 
management businesses.  

Many interviews noted that the county will need to play “catch-
up” with other communities that have made significant 
investments in entrepreneurial programs and incubators, research 
centers of excellence, academic and workforce programs, and 
business incentives to promote a greener and more sustainable 
economy.  

While this plan focuses on diversification of jobs to provide a more 
robust economic climate, it cannot (and does not) ignore the 
importance of the region’s tourism industry. Tourism brings in 
significant revenues to the county and often provides the 
“introduction” to the region for potential companies and workers. 
Strategies to grow other industries will continue to include 
connections to the strong tourism base in Sarasota County. 

For a region its size, the Bradenton-Sarasota-Venice metropolitan 
area has a significant number of educational institutions serving a 
wide range of interests. Institutions such as Mote Marine Laboratory 
and Ringling College of Art + Design have international 
reputations. Yet, to a large extent, the economic potential they 
represent has not been fully tapped. 

Another unique asset in Sarasota County is the large number of 
private foundations and community organizations that are active 
in a variety of community and education efforts. These 
organizations provide a unique blend of leadership and financial 
support not found in most other regions. 

Many comments in the survey and interviews made it evident that 
there is still widespread perception of the economy as bounded 
by county borders, rather than the county as a player in a regional 
economy where it can gather additional assets to pursue 
economic efforts. Rich regional assets, especially in research and 
development, offer expanded opportunities for Sarasota County. 
Furthermore, many assets required for economic diversification are 
specialized and difficult or costly to duplicate (e.g., research 
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centers or prototyping labs). This insular pressure for everything to 
be within the county may be inhibiting the scale and pace of 
many economic activities. 

There also appears to be a perception that quality of life is by far 
the most significant means to attract new businesses or keep 
existing businesses in the region. While this may be a logical 
conclusion for industries like real estate and tourism that rely on the 
region’s weather and cultural and recreational amenities to 
attract new business, it does not always hold true for other 
industries the county is seeking to expand. For most high-wage 
industries, quality of a skilled workforce, costs of doing business, 
access to markets, and capacity for innovation top the list for 
location decisions. While Sarasota County has an array of assets 
attractive to knowledge-based businesses (higher education 
institutions, nearby R&D centers, etc.), they are underutilized in the 
marketing of the area, and this lack of awareness helps to 
perpetuate the county’s reputation as “just a place to vacation.” 

Table 1.2. SWOT Summary 

Top Five Strengths Top Five Weaknesses 

Active entrepreneurial 
environment as noted by the 
percentage of self-employed and 
above-average rate of new 
business formation  

An array of higher educational 
institutions with a good track 
record of working with the 
business community 

Proximity to an array of R&D 
centers and institutions that could 
be tapped for expanded 
economic opportunities 

Institutions like Mote and Ringling 
College of Art + Design that have 
national and international 
recognition 

Multiple foundations and 
community organizations that are 
actively involved in the county’s 
well-being 

A low concentration of skilled 
workers (and low wages) in 
occupations and industries that the 
community seeks to grow  

A lack of a systematic approach for 
using public finance tools as an 
incentive for growing targeted 
industries 

An over-reliance on the quality of life 
as the primary attractor for business 
development 

Comparatively lower levels of public 
investment in infrastructure or 
incentives for growing knowledge-
based businesses 

Lack of community recognition and 
attention to existing businesses that 
have a higher-than-average 
economic impact on regional 
economies (manufacturing, 
technology, life and medical 
sciences) 

 
A further analysis of strengths and weaknesses was conducted for 
five specific areas of economic development—business retention 
and attraction, innovation and entrepreneurship, infrastructure, 
workforce development, and business climate. 
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Business Retention, Expansion, and Attraction 
It is far less costly to retain an existing high-wage job than to recruit 
or create a new job, which may or may not have an above-
average wage. The county has some incredible examples of 
innovative companies such as PGT Industries, IntegraClick, Sun 
Hydraulics, Tervis Tumbler, atLarge, FCCI, and Medical Education 
Technologies, Inc. (METI). A budding core of small science and 
technology companies seem to operate and grow beneath the 
radar. These success stories have largely been in the background 
of most economic conversations, due to rapid growth of the real 
estate sector.  

Given the lack of economic tools and locally controlled incentives, 
economic organizations in Sarasota County have been at a 
disadvantage in terms of providing assistance to existing 
companies or attracting new high value businesses to the area. 
Rapidly increasing real estate prices turned out to be a double-
edged sword that has now made commercial and industrial land 
more expensive than in many other areas, inhibiting expansion 
and relocation options for many industry segments. More attention 
will need to be paid to business development needs of existing 
companies—an expanding business retention and expansion 
effort to assist traded sector businesses that already reside in the 
county.  

Entrepreneurial Development and Innovation 
There is an array of entrepreneurial and small business 
development services, and data indicate a fairly active start-up 
environment. Yet the employment growth of these businesses 
appears to be relatively low, indicating that a large percentage of 
businesses may be falling short of their growth potential.  

Compared to other regions, the innovation capacity in the county 
is lacking. There are few incubators/accelerators where new and 
growing businesses can access capital resources and technical 
assistance. R&D activity that could provide the basis for additional 
high-wage businesses is lacking. Largely, this disconnect seems to 
be related to the view that assets in Tampa and Orlando are not 
part of the region. 

The county’s desire to stimulate the innovation that supports 
economic opportunities will require a more regional orientation, 
connecting with assets to the north and south. Relationships with 
Universities of South Florida (USF) and Central Florida (UCF), 
nonprofit institutions like Moffitt and SRI, the Tampa Bay 
Technology Forum, and Florida Venture Forum will need to be 
established or strengthened and deliberately connected to 
growing industry sectors. The significant population of retired and 
semi-retired professionals and senior-level managers could be 
tapped to provide mentoring and temporary services to start-ups. 
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Workforce and Education 
Although data show that the overall college educational 
attainment rate is higher than the U.S. average, it is concentrated 
in people over 45 years of age, while workers 25–44 have a much 
lower-than-average educational attainment level than in the rest 
of the nation. There is wide concern that the focus on upgrading 
the skills of the existing workforce is not sufficient to be competitive 
with other regions.  

The overall number and quality of educational institutions in the 
region is seen as one of the community’s greatest assets for 
economic development. While the educational institutions are 
viewed as strong, many graduates leave the region—exporting 
the talent and investment to other areas.  

The community college and technical institutes are viewed as 
having quality training programs; however, there is a sense that 
more programs will be needed, especially to support technically 
oriented jobs that are expected to grow at above average rates 
from 2008–2016.  

Infrastructure and Facilities 
In terms of infrastructure and facilities, several points were 
repeated throughout the community input phase. Costs and 
availability of industrial and commercial land is a concern, and 
while the economic downturn has somewhat mitigated the price 
pressure on business properties, it is still relatively expensive 
compared to other parts of country (as is the cost of utilities). The 
overall lack of appropriately zoned and serviced locations for non-
retail businesses is viewed as a major constraint for diversification.  

Since developable land is scarce and expensive, interest in 
promoting redevelopment and infill is strong, especially in an 
environmentally friendly way. Redevelopment can also be a way 
to enhance mass transit, seen as lacking in many areas. In lieu of a 
strong redevelopment focus complete with incentives, the 
community envisions further development “sprawl” (characterized 
by inefficient planning, expensive infrastructure investments, and 
congestion). 

Investments in community development do not appear to be well 
connected to economic development strategies; because of this, 
the full economic potential of public investments is not being 
realized. An oft-repeated example is the public sector’s desire to 
grow “green jobs” without the supporting investment in facilities 
that would serve as a center or hub for such jobs, or the inclusion 
of workforce organizations that could train local workers.  

Employment centers must retain the ability to house the desired 
level of high-wage and non-retail jobs and minimize conversion 
from industrial/commercial to other uses. Since significant near-
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term economic progress will be made through the growth of 
existing small business or the attraction of small- to medium-sized 
enterprises, redevelopment of commercial property, especially in 
the city centers, will provide viable sites that are near other 
businesses and professional services. Creating the conditions for 
economic diversification will mean a strong coordination of 
community development strategies and projects in support of 
economic strategies.  

Business Climate  
There is an overwhelming perception that the county has an 
unfriendly business climate. Local governments are viewed as 
being “indifferent at best” to the needs of business, with almost all 
interviews noting lengthy permitting processes and cumbersome 
regulations. The lack of clear incentives and strategic application 
of these incentives was at the forefront of many conversations. The 
pace of public investment in economic development is also a 
concern, with comments about slow decisions that resulted in lost 
economic opportunities. The general consensus is that the public 
sector leadership did not have a realistic view about what it really 
takes to be economically competitive.  
 

 
 

Guiding Principles 
Community and business leaders have made it clear that a shotgun approach will no 
longer work. The results of the community assessment clearly indicated that future 
economic efforts will need to be based on several guiding principles: 

Á Knowing the region’s competitive strengths. Leveraging our economic assets in 
markets where we already have a foothold will minimize the amount of 
investment and time it takes to see results. 

Á Taking care of the businesses, large and small, that have already chosen 
Sarasota County as their home. We know that most job growth comes from 
within a region, and now is the time to step up our support of existing 
companies. 

Á Thinking strategically about emerging markets. While it is easy to get caught up 
in fast-moving trends like green jobs, the region needs to identify its niches, AND 
ensure that these efforts contribute to the long-term capacity for success.  

Á Aligning resources. Doing a better job at coordinating our public and private 
resources will make us more flexible and agile, move faster, and maximize the 
return on our investment. 
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Opportunities for Economic Diversification 
 
While much has been accomplished in the past few years, much 
more is needed to diversify Sarasota County’s economy. The 
current economic downturn may offer an opportunity to reassess 
some fundamental building blocks for growing quality jobs and 
reaching desired economic outcomes. Specifically, we evaluated 
economic opportunities on their ability to: 

Á Increase the number and growth rate of high value jobs and 
new businesses created through proactive expansion, 
retention, and recruitment efforts, 

Á Foster active and sustained growth of companies within 
targeted industry clusters and market platforms, 

Á Enhance the efforts to connect tourism to other economic 
activities, and 

Á Expand the market awareness of Sarasota County as an 
attractive and growing region for business development. 

One approach to creating jobs is to foster the growth of existing 
businesses. Although job growth is down, the number of business 
establishments continues to increase. At the peak of employment 
in 2006, Sarasota County had approximately 14,690 businesses with 
employees (not counting self-employed). Second quarter 2008 
estimates indicated more than 15,300 establishments in the 
county. While economic development of the past focused on 
recruiting new companies to the region, the ability to help grow 
businesses already in the county offers significant potential.  

The opportunity for internal growth is an important element of this 
economic plan. Helping existing businesses grow jobs means they 
must also grow markets, increase productivity and revenues, and 
continually find ways to innovate their products or services. This 
requires the region to develop strong industry networks and active 
supply and value chains, open doors to new markets, and help 
companies find skilled workers or access to needed technical 
assistance.  

Past economic downturns have provided an opportunity to look at 
things differently. Disruptive or breakthrough technologies are 
often created during downturns, and retooling of business models 
and the labor force tends to occur. While it is a time for creativity, 
it is also a time to take inventory of core strengths, identify strategic 
gaps, and look for ways to be more efficient and agile.  

Sarasota County and the surrounding region have specific 
economic and demographic assets that differentiate them from 
other regions. Many of these assets—an aging, affluent, and well-

If just 10% of the 
county’s establish-
ments added 8 jobs 
each (or 20% added 
4 jobs each), then 
the total job creation 
would be 12,240 jobs 
or almost all jobs lost 
between 2006 and 
2008.  
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educated demographic; international expertise in marine 
sciences; a creative workforce—have been at the forefront of 
community dialogue for years. Yet, despite the conversations, 
specific strategies to capture and implement the economic 
potential of these and other assets have been slow in 
materializing.  

The good news is that many of the county’s assets have strong 
future markets, represent an array of emerging and traditional 
industries, and can help position the county for new economic 
opportunities. There are strong markets for developing products, 
services, and housing for an older demographic—everything from 
medical services and products that support existing life sciences, 
healthcare, and tourism businesses, to aging-in-place 
opportunities that incorporate the design and construction 
industries, and consumer products that offer new opportunities for 
the region.  

A growing green economy is providing an array of opportunities 
for existing companies and new recruitment possibilities. Along 
with energy, water is at the forefront of environmental and 
sustainability efforts. The region’s expertise in marine sciences and 
aquaculture, supported by Mote Marine Laboratory; a growing 
number of businesses with expertise in water resource 
management; and the interest in developing water-energy 
connections provide the possibility of being on the leading edge 
of a market that will soon be comparable with and potentially 
outpace alternative energy. The new solar facility in Venice could 
become an attractor to businesses with applied technologies for 
solar energy, which tend to create more jobs than do research 
efforts. 

The region’s creative economy is alive and well. While performing 
arts and Ringling College of Art + Design are established and well 
known, new economic opportunities are also emerging—these 
include the growing markets of Web-enabled and interactive 
technologies, product and industrial design, and Internet content 
and services. Businesses in creative services not only have their 
own end markets such as advertising and video production, they 
are also a growing supplier to research organizations and 
traditional industries that need design and design thinking to stay 
ahead of the curve. This dual market opens many possibilities for 
the region’s software and IT, design and advertising, film and 
video, and performing arts businesses. 

Seizing economic opportunities will require focused attention on 
several gaps that were identified. The community can do a better 
job in connecting to resources outside the county border, 
especially with the array of research and innovation efforts in the 
region. The leading-edge research being done by institutions such 
as USF and UCF (some of which is even conducted within Sarasota 
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County) often goes unnoticed. Public sector spending is seldom 
aligned with economic objectives, limiting the impact of public 
investment. Public sector policies that could have favorable 
impact on economic outcomes are either lacking or not 
implemented to their full potential.  

In many ways, future economic opportunities will be driven by 
developing unique and competitive niches. This will demand 
targeted attention on existing businesses and their ability to 
compete in expanding and emerging markets. It will also be 
based on opportunities that connect two or more industry 
sectors—e.g., medical devices with design to create new products 
with better form and function, or architectural design with software 
and alternative energy to develop “smart” homes, useful not only 
for green applications but also for aging in place.  

These new intersections of expertise will also require economic 
development resources to be developed and managed at a 
more strategic level than in previous years.  
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Cluster Assessment 
 
In addition to conducting the economic profile and community 
assessment described above, the consultant team analyzed the 
county’s existing traded-sector industry clusters. The clusters were 
selected because they have been the focus of a significant 
portion of EDC efforts and activity over the last five years, and 
most saw job and firm growth at higher-than-average county 
rates. As shown in Table 1-3, employment in creative services and 
web-enabled technologies, medical and life sciences, and 
environmental services and sustainable development grew at 
rates between 25% and 32% over the five years from 2002 to 2007, 
all far outpacing the County employment growth rate of 10.8%. 
While Sarasota County’s specialty manufacturers lost 5% of their 
jobs over the same period, this compared favorably with 
manufacturing employment nationwide, which declined by 20%. 
In terms of enterprise creation, medical and life sciences saw a 
48% increase in the number of firms, as compared to the healthy 
25% growth in firms in all sectors in the County. A complete 
assessment of clusters can be found in Appendix A. 

Table 1-3. Summary of Traded Sector Five-Year Growth (2002–2007) 

 
Employment, 

2007 

Employment 
Growth, 

2002–2007 Firms, 2007 
Firm Growth, 
2002–2007 

Creative services and 
Web-enabled 
technologies 

10,108  29% 1,142 22% 

Medical and life sciences 2,208 25% 231 48% 

Environmental sciences 
and sustainable 
development 

2,218 

 

32% 340 27% 

Specialty manufacturing 5,246 -5% 183 0% 

 

In addition to employment and firm growth, the location quotients 
(LQs) of critical sectors within these clusters also increased, 
indicating that concentrations of employment grew at rates faster 
than elsewhere in the United States. The LQ of the performing arts 
and spectator sports sector, for example, was 4.23, indicating a 
concentration more than four times greater than that of the 
nation. The LQ for the sector also grew by the greatest amount, 
2.74, in the preceding five years. 

For all of these reasons, the consulting team sought to identify 
economic opportunities within these clusters during the strategy 
development phase. The team looked closely at these clusters to 
formulate the next phase of cluster-based development in the 
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county—strategies that cut across clusters and sectors, as well as 
narrower, more focused opportunities in clusters where the county 
has significant and/or differentiating assets. These areas are where 
the plan has focused—economic opportunities based on regional 
assets generally form a stronger foundation for job and business 
creation, allowing for efficient and strategic use of limited 
resources. 

To identify economic opportunities with the most promise, the 
consulting team conducted primary and secondary research on 
cluster trends, developed an initial list of key assets, and 
compared this information to other communities to see where the 
region had a comparative advantage. The team then examined 
the differentiating assets of the region through a market lens, 
considering the regional, national, and international market trends 
and characteristics. This led to the identification of strategies that 
were based on a logical ability for the county to develop market 
niches or industry expertise. 

Defining Platforms  
The iterative process described above identified a series of 
economic opportunities—promising potential initiatives that could 
be leading edge, first of their kind, and/or generate significant 
economic benefit for Sarasota County and the region. Further, 
given that these opportunities are based on the work and progress 
of the last five years (and have been formulated with community 
input over the last eight months), most already have significant 
community support.  

Moving forward, there is a significant opportunity to build 
economic efforts around a series of related market opportunities 
that cross two or more industries in the county and region. These 
“Platforms” utilize the region’s existing strengths and target 
emerging markets, providing both short- and long-term possibilities. 
By managing efforts at this strategic level, the community can 
leverage resources for more than one activity, maximizing the use 
of limited funding and staff.  

Aging Platform 

The Aging Platform relates to the business and institutions that 
develop products and services for older demographics. They 
include not just medical and healthcare sectors, but industries 
such as architectural or industrial design, construction, and 
product manufacturing. What is common among these industries is 
the need to design, test, and produce a set of goods and services 
that serve a growing market segment of our economy.  

Sarasota County’s older-than-average population actually 
represents what the United States is estimated to look like in 2025. 
The fact that Sarasota County has both the target demographics 

“We can be more 
than a community of 
tribes. We are a 
community of 
believers. We CAN 
make things 
happen.” 
Forum participant 
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and the related businesses makes this platform a natural fit for the 
region. 

Examples of Identified Opportunities 

Á Aging in place is a trend combining healthcare and wellness, 
information technology, and design/build expertise to help 
aging people continue to live in the housing of their choice. 
The vast majority (92%) of older adults want to continue to live 
in their own apartments and homes. Innovative construction, 
design, and technologies can enable older adults to live 
independently and maximize caregivers’ efficacy by delivering 
more effective care and providing timely health information.3 
Sarasota County’s existing concentrations of industry and 
employment in the construction, architecture and engineering, 
information technology, and design fields provide a significant 
supply of expertise to pursue opportunities in this area. There is 
potential for the county to differentiate itself further in this area 
through scale, i.e., demonstrating practices and technologies 
at full neighborhood/community scale, potentially in publicly 
funded or supported projects 

Á A supporting infrastructure for research and testing would 
allow companies to engage in an integrated fashion with not 
only older consumers but also with professionals in delivery of 
medical and wellness products and services. Candidate 
products and services could address a full range of health and 
wellness areas, such as nutrition, exercise, and rehabilitation. 
Both medical and social research through partnership with 
local and regional hospitals and universities are possible 
(again, through intentional connections). Expanding the 
clinical trials and research capacity in the county will directly 
benefit existing organizations such as Dattoli Cancer Center 
and Silverstein Institute’s Ear Research Foundation. Companies 
from outside the region that leverage this resource would also 
be clear candidates for recruitment to relocate or expand in 
the county. Such infrastructure would also be a logical 
connector for medical and life sciences firms to the county’s 
design expertise—such connections have happened (e.g., 
rehabilitation and accessibility product developers at USF 
Tampa sought out design expertise from Ringling College), but 
should be established and cultivated much more proactively 
and systematically.  

Á The unique demographic characteristics of Sarasota County 
also make it a potential testing ground for more social and 
policy-oriented issues such as those related to continuing 
education, intergenerational relations, transportation, and 
insurance. Establishing a reputation in these areas will require 

                                          
3 Ibid. 
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the presence and marketing of thought leadership in the field. 
In addition to generating research, such pilot projects could 
also draw significant numbers of convention/business visitors 
interested in conferences, seminars, and training. 

Table 1-4. Aging Platform Summary 

Assets as defined by the community 
Á Demographics  
Á Existing/potential research 

activity, data 
Á Clinical trials 
Á Expertise/industry: 
- Medical device 
- Simulation, training 
- Design, animation 
- Destination (weather, etc.) 
- Institutions (hospitals, 

academic) 

Market characterization 
Á 1 in 3 adults will be over 50 by 2010; 

40% will be over 65 by 2020  
Á 50–60-year age cohort represents 

$1 trillion/year in spending power 
Á 92% of adults 65 to 74 intend to stay 

in their own apartments and homes 
as they get older 

Differentiating assets 
Á Older, affluent, demographics 
Á Potential research activity, 

longitudinal data 
Á Expertise/industry: 
- Medical specialists 
- Medical simulation 
- Design expertise 

Market opportunities 
Á Open innovation model for design 

and testing of products, services, 
and technologies (e.g., related to 
aging in place4, consumer 
products, medical devices) 

Á Clinical research support 
Á Convention, business, training 

visitation 
Á Medical tourism 

Primary sectors this platform will impact 
Architecture  Tourism and hospitality 
Scientific services and testing Construction  
Medical (pharmaceutical/device/ Medical providers and specialists 
   supply) manufacturing Design firms/institutions 

 

Design Platform 

The region’s creative talent includes professionals and businesses 
with skills and expertise in design, interactive media, web-enabled 
technologies, and performing arts. While many regions have 
concentrations in different aspects of creative services, Sarasota 
County’s breadth of talent, along with a nationally recognized 
design school, are not common in a region this size. A growing 

                                          
4 “Aging in place” is a trend combining healthcare, information technology, and 
design/build expertise to help aging people continue to live independently and 
maximize caregivers’ efficacy by delivering more effective care and providing 
timely health information.  
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demand for digital content and web-enabled tools, as well as the 
increasing use of design and creativity as a part of research and 
product development for other industries, create an array of 
opportunities for industry sectors from software to performing arts. 

Examples of Identified Opportunities 

Á Design thinking involves taking a “designer's approach to 
solving problems … that can be applied to all components of 
business. Great design is characterized by a deep 
understanding of the user, creative resolution of tensions, 
collaborative prototyping and continuous modification and 
enhancement of ideas and solutions.”5 Connections between 
Sarasota County’s leading-edge design community and other 
industries could yield more transformative ideas and 
technologies, faster and more efficiently.  

Á There is an immediate opportunity to increase the connection 
between creative firms and other businesses in the region by 
supporting efforts like the Arts Council’s Arts and Business Bash 
and expanding Film & Video mixers to invite businesses that 
represent potential customers. The self-interest by local 
companies for such a campaign and the significant resident 
talent and technologies available should minimize the 
development costs of this effort. 

Á Demand for web broadcasts, short digital content, digital 
widgets, and other products and services for next-generation 
Internet advertising and social networking provides new 
opportunities for long-standing creative segments in the 
county. The EDC, the Film & Entertainment Office, and the Arts 
Council should establish a business expansion forum to explore 
the economic potential of ideas such as digital broadcast of 
performing arts shows, and a sound stage for film and video, 
performing arts, and other applications.  

                                          
5 Adapted from materials from the Rotman School of Management at the 
University of Toronto, a leading school in design thinking 
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Table 1-5. Design Platform Summary 

Assets as defined by the community 
Á Ringling College of Art + Design 
Á Expertise in  

Creative/design services 
Interactive branding 
Marketing communication 
Film & video 
Web-enabled technologies 
Performing arts 

Á Active nonprofit organizations 

Market characterization 
Á Online marketers spent $2.1 billion 

on affiliate marketing in 2008, with 
an increase to $3.3 billion 
expected in 2012. 

Á Estimated social network ad 
spending, 2008:  $1.6 billion 

Á Some studies estimate one-third of 
all businesses, and as much as two-
thirds of small businesses use design 
to drive competitiveness 

Differentiating assets 
Á Ringling College of Art + Design  
Á High concentration of performing 

artists 
Á Critical mass of commercial design 

businesses 

Market opportunities 
Á Design for next-generation Internet 

advertising and social networking 
tools 

Á Design to improve product/ 
process performance and 
company competitiveness, across 
industry sectors 

Á Digital video and broadcasting to 
advance existing/transforming 
sectors such as performing arts 

Primary sectors this platform will impact 
Software, Web, and IT Industrial design 
Commercial design/advertising Film & Video 
Performing arts  Fine Arts Schools 

 

Sustainable Systems Platform 

Nationwide, sustainability and green jobs are now a major part of 
most economic development conversations. Initiatives in these 
categories have significant support by residents and elected 
officials of Sarasota County. “Sustainability” encompasses so many 
concepts—from recycling and renewable energy to green 
building and smart growth—that the challenge for communities 
pursuing these opportunities is to find a niche in which they can 
differentiate themselves. For Sarasota County, that niche is clearly 
in the area of water, supported by assets including Mote Marine 
Laboratory and a growing number of specialized practitioners in 
the related fields of water and soil management and low-impact 
development. The county’s businesses and institutions have the 
opportunity to rally community and government support and be 
on the forefront of technology and systems development in this 
$400 billion/year market, attracting talent and targeting growing, 
global markets. 
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Examples of Identified Opportunities 

Á Rising global demand for seafood has outpaced potential 
supply by wild capture fisheries. Aquaculture—the farming of 
seafood—is helping to fill this gap between supply and 
demand. Currently a $70 billion/year (and rapidly growing) 
market, aquaculture has historically been the target of criticism 
for its unsustainable environmental impacts (particularly water 
resource over-use). Mote Marine Laboratory is developing 
water re-use technologies and processes with applications in 
the growing field of sustainable aquaculture, in Sarasota 
County. The county has a role in supporting/ expanding this 
leading-edge work. Assistance in forging industry 
collaborations and partnerships, in particular, could create a 
national or even worldwide reputation for Mote in the applied 
sciences and help promote the development of a new, 
technology-intensive industry in the region.  

Á Very few institutions offer both R&D opportunities and 
academic curricula for bachelor’s, master’s, and PhD students. 
By establishing additional educational programs for 
undergraduate, master’s level, and/or PhD students, Mote 
could further differentiate itself, while increasing regional 
employment and stimulating the local economy by attracting 
new students and faculty to the area. The community can 
support this strategic move by helping Mote forge connections 
with potential university partners (e.g., landlocked institutions 
interested in offering/expanding marine sciences curricula/ 
programs, regional institutions like USF) and in identifying/ 
providing the necessary infrastructure (e.g., housing, land, or 
additional built space) to support such an expansion.  

Á For the past several years, sustainable businesses in the region 
have proposed A Center for Collaborative Leadership in 
Sustainability that would build on the Sarasota School of 
Architecture and develop a transferable model for multi-
disciplinary collaboration in the field. An industry-driven 
applied research center could house demonstration and 
training elements. A marketing and awareness campaign 
could establish and elevate a new Sarasota School of 
Sustainability. This type of effort would require clear articulation 
of a differentiator in this space, such as expertise in/focus on 
whole systems/integrated design, subtropical climates, 
institutional markets, and/or community-scale demonstration. 

It should be noted that the consulting team also considered 
opportunities related to renewable energy—including solar—in the 
development of the sustainable systems platform. However, as 
compared to other regions competing in the sustainability space, 
the Sarasota area has fewer businesses and little recognition 
outside the state as a leader in this area. This is not to say that the 
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community should not seize other opportunities in the sustainability 
space (e.g., opportunities that may arise as a result of the Venice 
solar array), just that the county’s longer-term strategies are best 
focused on an area where it can boast differentiating assets, like 
water resources. 

Table 1-6. Sustainable Systems Platform Summary 

Assets defined by the community 
Á Mote Marine Laboratory 
Á Specialized expertise: arborists, 

aquaculture, landscape and 
building design/architecture, 
integrated water/soil management 

Á Environmental reputation (within 
Florida) 

Á Center for Integrated Agriculture 
Á Climate/ecosystem that is similar to 

the majority of the world’s 
population 

Á Legacy of the Sarasota School of 
Architecture 

Market characterization 
Á The worldwide market for water-

related technologies is estimated 
at $400 billion annually. 

Á The global aquaculture market is 
estimated at $70 billion annually. 

Á Very few marine laboratories offer 
both R&D opportunities and 
academic curricula for bachelor’s, 
master’s, and PhD students.  

Differentiating assets 
Mote Marine Laboratory 

Market opportunities 
Á Sustainable aquaculture 

technologies 
Á Education/training/convention 

visitation 
Á Integrated water resource 

management systems and 
technologies 

Á Low-impact design/development 
Á Integrated “smart building” 

technologies that monitor and 
manage resource consumption 

Primary sectors this platform will impact  
Aquaculture  Education 
Environmental services & product development  Scientific services & testing 
Architecture and landscape architecture  

 

The sections that follow describe the economic framework and 
actionable strategies developed through this process. Specific 
suggestions for next steps and measures to gauge progress toward 
goals are included. It will fall to champions and strategic partners 
(also identified for each strategy) in the region to take up this 
roadmap and lead the way forward. 
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An Economic Framework 
 
Economic development practitioners agree that increasing 
industry diversity and growing high value jobs are most effectively 
accomplished by building on core strengths and strategically 
targeting new markets—not using a shotgun approach. In Phase 
Two, we evaluated how economic assets in Sarasota County 
compared other regions—what stood out? What gave the region 
a competitive advantage? Where could resources best be 
leveraged? We also researched best practices for strengthening 
the base of existing businesses, knowing that the majority of job 
growth comes from companies resident in the county. This process 
led us to a four-part economic framework described below. 

Accelerate the competitiveness and growth of entrepreneurs and 
existing businesses. 

Support Traded-sector Industries: Sarasota County is home to an 
array of industries that pay above-average wages and have 
made significant investments in the community. The region’s 
manufacturing firms and professional and financial services are 
examples of industries that provide high economic multipliers in 
terms of the wealth they bring into the county and the indirect jobs 
they support. A critical element of this economic plan will be to 
support the retention and expansion of these businesses in more 
focused ways. 

Grow Small Businesses: Other existing businesses with significant 
growth opportunities are those with 5 to 50 employees, which 
have the potential to increase their employment by double-digit 
growth. Over the past decade, the county has expanded its set of 
small businesses services and as a result, has experienced a 
healthy rate of start-up companies and sole proprietors. Yet data 
indicate that few ever reach 10 or more employees, even in 
industries that typically enjoy steady growth elsewhere.  

Create an Environment for Innovation. During the past five years, 
progress has been made in developing the networks and 
relationships between universities, research organizations, and 
industry clusters that require continuous innovation. Stronger 
connections with venture capital forums, high technology 
organizations, and federal funding programs are a few examples 
of the recent activities to improve innovation. With new 
connections in place, the next level of providing intense services 
and facilities should be developed.  

Diversify the economy through platforms that build on unique 
assets.  

Economic opportunities that are built on regional assets and 
strengths have proven to be a strong foundation for job and 
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business creation, allowing for efficient and strategic use of limited 
resources. Chasing economic trends for which a region has 
insufficient infrastructure, workforce, and business expertise is an 
expensive endeavor that often fails to produce results. A better 
strategy for economic success is to link and leverage existing 
assets, forward-looking market opportunities, and community 
desires.  

Building on the strengths of existing industry clusters and finding 
where markets intersect with multiple industries can provide a 
much-needed focus to the county’s economic efforts. Among the 
many economic assets in the county, several stood out as unique 
or differentiating assets that provided comparative advantages 
that could create significant market opportunities.  

Make strategic plays in emerging markets. 

The recent focus on green jobs and clean technology has resulted 
in a flurry of activity throughout the country. Some communities 
have spent a decade or more making significant investment in 
business and workforce development, and others are quickly 
entering the game. Like the experiences of communities in the 
1990s trying to make headway in the biotechnology market, 
strategies for growing green jobs will require both focus and 
agility—knowing your strengths and leveraging existing resources.  

Develop capacity and partnerships that align resources and 
investments. 

Some leaders note that the county’s historically strong tax base 
has allowed the region to complete various public works and 
community development and economic development projects 
with little alignment and coordination of resources. Organizations 
within the region often competed with each other rather than 
form a united front to compete with other regions. Given the 
economic downturn, more attention is being paid to working 
together, leveraging resources, and finding ways to “grow the pie, 
rather than fight over how to divide it.” Developing structures to 
encourage a more strategic level of coordination between public 
and private resources will be required if the economic strategies 
contained within this plan are to be paid for or implemented 
primarily with existing resources. 

Establishing Strategic Goals 
When the region’s economic assets are combined with market 
opportunities, it points to a set of strategic objectives that blend 
the need to build crosscutting capacity in business development, 
as well as grow specific industry segments and the connections 
among industry clusters.  

Through the input of business and community leadership, six 
economic goals were developed for the updated five-year 



 

Sarasota County Five-Year Economic Development Strategic Plan, April 2009  31 

economic development strategic plan. Two of these goals 
represent critical factors for creating the capacity for economic 
activity; two goals focus on comprehensive market opportunities 
where two or more industries can benefit from coordinated 
activity; one goal targets emerging markets; and one goal fosters 
the type of collaboration that will maximize resources and 
expertise. 

 

 

Economic Development Goals 

Á Grow and strengthen the competitiveness of existing 
businesses. 

Á Develop a robust environment for innovation and 
entrepreneurs. 

Á Be a national leader for businesses and institutions that 
develop products and services for an aging 
demographic: Aging Platform. 

Á Build our reputation as a premier location for design 
expertise: Design Platform. 

Á Expand expertise and business opportunities in applied 
environmental and sustainable systems: Sustainable 
Systems Platform. 

Á Optimize the ways people, policies, and investments 
work together to reach our economic goals.  
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Strategies 
This section details specific strategies for each of the plan’s six 
goals. The end of this section contains a table summarizing the 
metrics that could be used to measure the progress of this plan. 

Goal A: Grow and strengthen the competitiveness of existing 
businesses. 

The majority of job growth comes from businesses that are already 
in a region. Many companies that make Sarasota County home 
have stayed in business because they find ways to make regional 
assets work for them. In an economic downturn and recovery, it is 
essential to keep these businesses as competitive as possible; 
otherwise you risk “poaching” by other communities, regions, or 
even countries. Often, it is too late to be reactive to a business’s 
issues. Having a proactive attitude can more effectively assist 
resident businesses and provide information that improves the 
overall business climate and capacity for economic growth. The 
strategies related to this goal focus on providing direct assistance 
to businesses and creating a climate that helps existing companies 
grow their competitive advantage.  

During the community engagement process, community members 
were asked to identify weaknesses and opportunities in supporting 
existing businesses. Their comments were supplemented with 
observations made by participants during the economic forum. 
Key observations included: 

Á Business recruitment is not the only answer; homegrown 
businesses must be encouraged and supported in order to 
develop a diverse and stable economy. 

Á A targeted effort is needed to help existing companies 
increase revenues, access markets, and improve productivity 
and competitiveness; the community’s goals should be to 
have resources available for resident businesses and to 
encourage a supportive business environment. 

Á Actions should focus on strategies to employ current residents 
and enhance our homegrown talent to have the opportunity 
to stay and work in the county. 

Á While tourism and development will remain key parts of the 
economy, diversification beyond these traditional industries is 
highly desirable in order to avoid the “boom and bust” cycles 
of the past. 

Progress to Date: The Sarasota County EDC and the Chambers of 
Commerce are very active in their efforts to support local 
businesses. The Sarasota County “ONE” campaign builds 
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awareness for buying locally, and workshops help businesses 
connect to procurement opportunities. There are multiple small-
business service providers and a Web portal that identifies the 
programs and services available to businesses. Much progress has 
been made in developing organizational capacity around major 
business clusters that provides insights into the needs and 
directions of those clusters. (These efforts are expanded in the 
Cluster section). Finally, the EDC has committed to a new 
information tracking system (Synchronist) that will facilitate 
organizing and updating information on key regional businesses 
and industries. 

Key Lessons from Research and Best Practices 

Á It is very important to assist enterprises through their early 
growth stages onto a trajectory of profitability that will pay 
dividends for the company and community through job 
growth, increased local purchasing, and an expanded tax 
base. 

Á Regions across the country are beginning to adopt “economic 
gardening” as a portion of their overall economic 
development strategy. Economic gardening examines 
business by size, industry, and ownership patterns to identify 
companies with a higher-than-average probability for growth. 
Since data indicate that a region’s job creation and business 
health comes primarily from businesses with 10–100 employees 
(what is referred to as “Phase II” businesses), the economic 
gardening strategy provides a systematic method to identify 
and assess the needs of this targeted group. 

Á Understanding the value chains of local industries is critical for 
ongoing business development. If a complete chain of 
suppliers, allied companies, customers, and even competitors 
exists in an area, it is less likely that a company will relocate 
and leave those connections behind. Value chain analysis can 
illustrate opportunities for assisting existing companies, 
targeting business recruitment, and identifying entrepreneurial 
opportunities. 

Recommended Strategies 

Strategy A-1: Develop a robust business retention and expansion (BRE) 
program for traded-sector businesses and high value clusters. 

Identified Need: The region needs to significantly enhance efforts 
to gather information about the leading traded-sector businesses 
and clusters and to identify the business development needs of 
these high value companies. This is especially applicable in 
industries such as manufacturing, medical and life sciences, 
software and IT, financial services, and energy/environmental 
services. 
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Recommendations 

Establish a more enhanced and coordinated system for serving 
the retention and expansion needs of traded-sector industries. 

Á Develop value chain maps (suppliers, markets/customers, 
competitors, etc.) for key industries. This value chain mapping 
process needs to clearly identify the drivers for each industry’s 
productivity and profitability.  

Á Work with individual businesses and industry clusters to seek 
ways to increase their business advantage for being in this 
region, including: 

• identifying and recruiting key suppliers to fill out and 
maximize local supply chains,  

• connecting to education and training providers to 
address workforce needs, 

• identifying regional, state, and national programs to 
increase innovation, productivity, and competitiveness, 
and 

• providing assistance in accessing new or growing 
markets.  

Lead Organization: Sarasota County EDC should lead the effort to 
develop value chain mapping for major industry clusters, utilizing 
information from Chambers and other economic partners.  

Other Regional Examples 

State of Colorado: The State supports a business retention 
program to assist local economic development organizations in 
assessing the needs and barriers of existing business. The business 
retention program monitors changing marketplace dynamics so 
that policy makers and community leaders can make decisions 
that can decrease threats or enhance opportunities and 
enhance community economic growth. 

El Paso, Texas: The City of El Paso has a business retention and 
expansion program that uses ACT prospect software as the 
mechanism to track activities and monitor business issues in an 
organized and regularized format to assist in crafting the City’s 
response to key concerns and opportunities.  

Nottawasaga, Ontario: In 2005–06, over 800 jobs were created or 
retained by the BRE program in this relatively small area through 
assisting resident businesses address their key issues, primarily in 
workforce availability and training and access to capital. 
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Strategy A-2: Expand capacity and expertise in international business 
development. 

Identified Need: The region has a growing number of businesses 
with international markets or international market opportunities. 
The market opportunities could be enhanced by a more 
comprehensive program focused on international trade 
development and a more active approach that encourages 
direct international business investment in Sarasota County and 
the region.  

Recommendations 

Enhance efforts to identify companies with international market 
opportunities and assist in their market development efforts. This 
type of effort lends itself to regional approach.  

Á Identify local companies with international market experience 
through a combination of BRE activities and secondary trade 
data; use those companies to mentor other resident 
companies and entrepreneurs who have opportunities in 
international markets. Port authorities and private sector 
transportation and logistics firms (especially customs brokers 
and freight forwarders) can be especially helpful in identifying 
companies and opportunities.  

Á Expand education, information, and training programs on 
international trade targeted at current or prospective 
international market participants.  

Á Access potential funding sources for financial assistance to 
help companies engage in developing international markets 
(e.g., State of Florida grants awarded to Manatee/Sarasota 
EDCs). Provide funding to companies for trade development 
activities in targeted markets; collaborate with regional, state, 
and federal agencies in market development efforts. 

Á Target opportunities to promote direct international investment 
in the county and region.  

Lead Organizations: Sarasota and Manatee EDCs and the 
Sarasota Convention and Visitor’s Bureau should be the focal 
point for gathering data on international market opportunities and 
identifying the appropriate partners for various types of assistance. 
Tampa Bay Partnership and Enterprise Florida would be key 
partners in marketing and trade development efforts.  
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Strategy A-3: Actively pursue the growth of targeted small businesses. 
Identified Need: Sarasota County has an active environment for 
starting businesses; however, few firms grow past just five or ten 
employees. The analysis of small business data on growth rates 
underscores this observation. It is important that service providers in 
the region expand their focus beyond networking and general 
assistance, and increase efforts that help businesses to grow, 
enhance competitiveness, and access new technologies and 
tools.  

Recommendations 

Develop an Economic Gardening Strategy. The Chambers should 
lead an economic gardening effort to systematically identify and 
assist the growth of Phase Two companies, especially those with 
fewer than 50 employees. (This effort could easily be a bi-county or 
tri-county program.) 

Create a more seamless network of small business services. The 
Chambers should enhance the means for the county’s Small 
Business network to cross-promote programs and coordinate the 
delivery of services in a way that is transparent to the small 
business seeking assistance. 

Other Regional Examples 

Brevard County, Florida: Earlier this year, the Economic 
Development Commission of Florida’s Space Coast was 
awarded funding from the Florida International Business 
Expansion Initiative, a committee of Enterprise Florida, for an 
International Trade and Market Development Cooperative 
Program Grant. The grant’s focus surrounds expanding Brevard 
County’s export capacity and increasing the number of 
companies interested in relocating or expanding to Brevard 
County. A key tool in helping to open up trade opportunities on 
the Space Coast is the ability to provide mini-grants to local 
companies interested in securing new foreign business, 
principally in aerospace, aviation, defense, manufacturing, and 
high-tech industries. 

King County, Washington: The King County Office of Business 
Relations and Economic Development encourages 
international trade among small/medium businesses by: 
Á Acting as a central clearinghouse for trade information 
Á Offering a mentoring program organized by the Office 
Á Organizing or making available subsidized trade shows or 

trade missions 
Á Providing such core services as an Internet Website for trade 

information, strategic planning, training in cultures and 
foreign languages, a calendar of trade events, and 
international market research  

We need to align 
public and private 
resources to give 
support to new and 
growing businesses.” 
Forum participant 
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Maximize the potential for local markets. In addition to the recently 
enacted “Sarasota County One” campaign, Chambers can utilize 
their brokering and networking capabilities to help connect small 
businesses to the purchasing needs of local government. (See 
Strategy F-3.) 

Lead Organizations: A coordinated Chamber of Commerce 
approach would be a natural lead for this effort in terms of 
managing the overall process. Assistance to businesses with local 
and regional markets would be provided by Chambers, whereas 
the EDC would provide assistance to the traded-sector-based 
businesses identified by this process. The Chambers would work 
closely with public agencies to link local businesses to 
procurement policies. 

 

Metrics 
The growth and strengthening of local businesses can be 
evaluated through the following metrics.  

Á The positive impacts of business retention/expansion for the 
region, including: 
Á Number and quality of jobs retained/created 

Á Private sector investment 

Á Growth of local tax base 

Á The increase in international sales of companies 
participating in international development efforts  

Á The level of direct foreign investment in the region due to 
increased international activity 

Á The job and revenue growth of the targeted small 
businesses associated with an economic gardening effort 

Other Regional Examples 

Loveland, Colorado: Loveland’s economic gardening program 
provides access to technology and business expertise for 
helping both new and existing small businesses located within 
the city of Loveland. 

State of Connecticut: The state’s economic gardening group 
assists Connecticut businesses to grow by providing customized 
market analyses and data that open the doors to new growth 
opportunities. 
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Goal B: Develop a robust environment for innovation and 
entrepreneurship. 

The ability to continually develop and adapt new products and 
services is at the forefront of industry growth. This innovation comes 
in all forms and is not limited to just science and technology 
industries. Starbucks has been an innovator for coffee; Amazon is 
an innovator in retail. Manufacturing by its competitive nature 
innovates. Design firms use the creative process to redefine 
products and services. All of these industries are supported by the 
existence of companies that develop the core technologies and 
scientific discoveries that allow this innovation to occur. In other 
words, a region’s competitiveness is closely associated with its 
attitude toward an environment for innovation. 

Innovation comes from a variety of sources: universities 
commercializing research, garage inventors starting new 
companies, and existing companies developing new products 
and services (the majority of innovation). Models for enhancing 
the entrepreneurial and innovation capacity depend on the 
resident industries in the region, the entrepreneurial pool, the 
entrepreneurial infrastructure, start-up and follow-on funding, and 
support services and networks. A recent study for Southwest 
Florida6 noted the need for the region to improve the 
entrepreneurial pool, infrastructure, and funding tools.  

The strategies under this goal focus on building the capacity for 
innovation and entrepreneurship in the county and connecting 
that capacity to the growing network of partners in the region. 

Current Indicators  

Á Even as employment declined in the county, new innovation-
based firms continued to start, especially in the areas of life 
and medical sciences and Web/information technology. 

Á R&D expenditures of USF and UCF continue to increase, 
providing the potential for businesses in Sarasota County to tap 
into these regional resources. 

Á Patents issued to Sarasota County business (an indicator for 
intellectual capital) remains below national averages, 
indicating the innovation capacity within companies and 
connections to external R&D resources are underutilized. In 
2006, the marine and medical-related industries generated 
most of the patents issued. Specific concepts included radars, 
motors, water/soil remediation, optics and lenses, and 
products for muscle disorders.  

                                          
6 Southwest Florida Regional Angel Fund Assessment,  Southwest Regional 
Assessment Team, October 2008 
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Recent accomplishments 

In recent years, more attention has been paid to innovation 
companies and entrepreneurs with examples that include:  

Á The EDC- hosted training for Small Business Innovation Research 
(SBIR) programs and promoted equity capital workshops. 

Á Expanded research connections have been made in the 
county as illustrated by USF research and economic 
development efforts with Mote Marine Laboratory and Ringling 
College of Art + Design. 

Á The county has expanded its networks for entrepreneurs and 
tech-based companies through organizations like 82 Degrees, 
Tampa Bay Technology Forum, and Start-up Florida. 

While these examples indicate progress toward the support of 
innovation and entrepreneurial development, these efforts are not 
as intentional or directed as they could be. 

Highlights from Best Practice Research 

Á Innovation is not just a technology issue; it is a mind-set that a 
business or region can continually develop new and improved 
products and services that meet the changing needs of 
markets. 

Á Research indicates that regions promoting innovation have a 
higher percentage of high-wage science and technology 
companies, develop more local entrepreneurs and attract 
outside entrepreneurs, and provide more opportunities for 
local university students to stay in the region. 

Á While the perception is that innovative regions tend to be 
associated with research universities, the vast majority of 
innovation comes from industry. Therefore, innovation capacity 
is directly related to the business climate of a region.  

Á While only a small percentage of businesses actually qualify for 
and receive equity-based funding (e.g., angel or venture 
capital), the business services and technical assistance 
associated with this type of funding creates a high 
performance environment for a much broader array of 
companies.  

Recommended Strategies 

Strategy B-1: Facilitate the start-up and expansion of innovation-based 
businesses. 

Identified Need: The region lacks targeted and intense business 
development services for innovation-based companies, especially 
those related to growing areas in software, the Web, and life 
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sciences. Many regions have developed accelerator models that 
combine in-depth services with an incubator facility. With a heavy 
emphasis on services that are provided to businesses in and 
outside of the incubator, these models can serve an array of 
companies at start-up and early-growth stages of development. 
Unlike other small business centers, these technology centers 
target companies that have high growth potential, are science or 
technology based, and typically have national and international 
markets.  

Recommendations  

Establish a regional Innovation Center that provides services and 
facilities for innovation-based industries, especially software/Web 
and life science companies. This innovation center would: 

Á Deliver intense one-on-one business and technology 
development services to assist with technology 
commercialization, business plan development, access to 
capital, and market development.  

Á Provide incubator space for start-up companies. 

Á Have collaboration and training space for existing industries.  

Á Host networking and education functions. 

Á Tap into the array of the region’s executive talent (retired and 
active) to provide mentoring and coaching on needs unique 
to each company. 

To begin immediate assistance, services can be developed and 
started without an operating incubator facility. It is important that 
the center be operated by experienced entrepreneurs and it 
should have strategic relationships with equity capital networks, 
high growth management talent, and research institutions. While 
some earlier models of incubators provided deeply discounted 
space, we do not recommend a model with subsidized space. 
Cost advantage or any subsidy is best placed in the services 
provided to entrepreneurs. In other working models, entrepreneurs 
pay a basic fee and receive two to four times that value in actual 
services. 

Lead Organization: Facilities are typically run by a nonprofit 
institution that are closely tied to the region’s industry base or 
affiliated with a specific research university. Given the number of 
educational institutions in the broader Sarasota region, the 
Innovation Center might best be affiliated with the EDC 
Foundation as a joint project of the Sarasota and Manatee County 
EDCs. An advisory board of colleges, universities, capital funds, 
and technology groups would be beneficial. 
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Strategy B-2: Enhance the entrepreneurial pool in the County including 
access to capital and commercialization services. 

Need: The recently released Southwest Florida Regional Angel 
Fund Assessment noted a lack of an entrepreneurial pool in the 
region and an entrepreneurial infrastructure that could be 
improved. These issues were also observed by our consulting team.  

Recommendation  

Develop a more intentional set process for identifying and 
connecting capital and technology needs of high value industries 
with appropriate organizations.  

Á Strengthen connections with technology transfer and 
economic development efforts of University of South Florida, 
University of Central Florida, and the High Tech Corridor, 
utilizing existing programs such as USF Connects and others. As 
Sarasota County seeks to diversify its industry base to include 
more technology, science, and sustainability-based 
companies, the connections to research and technology 
development will be more important. Through cluster work, 
business retention and expansion efforts, and other endeavors, 
the EDC is in a position to collect and evaluate the R&D needs 

Other Regional Examples 

The SPARK Regional Incubator Network (SRIN) in Ann Arbor, 
Michigan is composed of two business and one wet lab 
incubators. The incubators provide physical space, essential 
business services, and business development guidance for 
innovation start-up companies within 1–2 years of sustainable 
commercial revenues OR significant investment. The network 
offers educational courses and workshops, entrepreneurial 
bootcamps, and more. 

VT KnowledgeWorks in Blacksburg, Virginia is an accelerator 
that offers incubation space as just one component of its 
comprehensive mix of services and ongoing support for 
growing businesses. VT KnowledgeWorks assists start-ups as they 
plan and launch, but also enables leaders of mature 
companies to share vision, insight and experience as they grow. 
The Pre-Launch segment of the program helps market-worthy 
ventures organize, formulate strategy, obtain outside 
investment, and launch efficiently. Services offered in the 
Enterprise category emphasize strategic support for continual 
expansion, intra-preneurship, and personal and professional 
development for business leaders in more mature, operating 
companies. 



 

Sarasota County Five-Year Economic Development Strategic Plan, April 2009  42 

of resident businesses and help connect them to appropriate 
resources.  

Á The EDC, in collaboration with educational institutions, local 
chambers, and municipalities, should expand education and 
training for innovation-based industries. Currently, the EDC 
hosts SBIR training and promotes workshops on equity capital.  

Á The EDC and public sector should actively support the 
formation of a Southwest Florida Angel Fund through the Gulf 
Coast Venture Forum. The EDC should promote the “Power of 
Angel Investing” education classes to potential angel investors 
in Sarasota County. The EDC Foundation can seek additional 
grants to expand local networks and services in support of a 
regional angel network. The EDC should also develop strategic 
alliances with equity and near equity funds investing in 
targeted industries that align with Sarasota County’s industry 
clusters.  

Lead Organization: The EDC should be the lead economic 
development organization for these innovation efforts, working in 
close collaboration with regional partners such as the Tampa Bay 
Technology Forum, Florida Venture Forum, Gulf Coast Venture 
Forum, 82 Degrees, and Startup Florida. These efforts would be 
best coordinated by a single staff person rather than divided 
among staff. 

 
 
 
 

Other Regional Examples 

JumpStart in Cleveland, Ohio is a venture development 
organization that accelerates the progress of high potential, 
early-stage businesses. It assists entrepreneurs in creating and 
articulating high growth strategic and operational plans, 
accessing investment funds and moving their businesses toward 
key milestones. JumpStart also manages a venture fund that 
invests in start-up companies. 

i2E, Oklahoma, is a nonprofit organization with a mission to 
create “home grown economic development by fostering the 
birth and nurturing the growth of advanced technology 
companies.” The organization provides services to help 
develop technologies, develop business plans, and assess 
business risk; develop marketing and capital strategies; and 
develop high-performing management and technology teams 
for businesses. 
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Strategy B-3: Establish districts or hubs for business and innovation 
activities. 

Identified Need: Geographic concentrations of related industries 
have shown to spur innovation and collaborative competition 
among clusters. Other regions have employed public zoning and 
finance tools to create special districts for key clusters that act as a 
hub or focal point for related businesses and promote economic 
opportunities in industries through collaboration and integration of 
services.  

Recommendation  

For Sarasota County “eco-districts” or “design districts” would help 
to form a hub or focal point of related businesses and promote 
economic opportunities in industries where collaboration and 
integration of services provide additional value to potential clients. 
An “eco-district” opportunity may exist with the recent 
announcement of the 40 mega-watt solar project in Venice or 
with sustainable aquaculture and food production in east parts of 
the county. The north section of Tamiami Trail provides a focal 
point for design companies and institutions. Developing 
designated districts would include: 

Á Zoning or land use policies that allow for specific business and 
cultural uses or densities associated with the desired group of 
industries. Most districts target zoning that allows for mixed use 
or integrated live-work space. 

Á Urban design and marketing that represents the best practices 
of these industries. 

Á Gathering or networking places for the industry, including 
incubators, training facilities, etc. 

Á Use of public finance tools that create a critical mass of 
industries and suppliers within the district, including low-interest 
loans, business development incentives, and gap financing. 

Lead Organization: Most specific districts are a public-private 
partnership led by county and municipal governments with 
strategic partners that include developers, educational institutions, 
and key industry associations.  
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Metrics 
Success in innovation and entrepreneurship can be measured 
though the following metrics: 

Á The number of start-up companies in targeted science and 
technology sectors 

Á The growth of innovation-based companies receiving 
assistance or located in special districts (as compared to 
overall growth of companies in that sector) 

Á The amount of private capital invested in resident 
businesses  

Other Regional Examples 

Portland, Oregon: EcoDISTRICTS is a strategy to accelerate, and 
eventually codify the next generation of best practices in green 
development that can be scaled to create neighborhoods with 
the lowest environmental impact and highest economic and 
social resiliency in the United States. EcoDISTRICTS combines 
best practices in smart growth and urban design, community 
participation and institutional alignment, zoning and building 
codes, financial models for infrastructure and building retrofits, 
and green building and infrastructure technologies and 
practices. EcoDISTRICTS is a unique public-private partnership 
between the City of Portland; real estate, design, and 
construction industries; state of Oregon; Portland Development 
Commission; the Oregon university and community college 
system; and Oregon BEST. It is a concerted effort to keep the 
Portland region at the front of applied sustainability that has a 
direct link to green job growth and research and development. 

Kansas City: Kansas City has a thriving arts district. The Arts 
Incubator of Kansas City provides extensive business training 
and affordable studio space to nearly 40 artists. The Urban 
Culture project, begun in 2003, transforms vacant downtown 
storefronts into innovative free studio and exhibition spaces to 
artists. Artists have begun to be priced out of the district. New 
tax abatements and private initiatives are being developed to 
help the established arts community stay put and keep younger 
artists moving in. Over the last year, the Crossroads Community 
Association has been working with the office of Mayor Kay 
Barnes to draw up a plan that would enable property owners 
using buildings for creative purposes like studios, fine arts 
schools, or art dealerships to get a tax break. Those same tax 
benefits were originally given on a project-by-project basis to 
real estate and commercial developers via Kansas City's 
Planned Industrial Expansion Authority to jumpstart growth 
downtown. www.artistlink.org provides current examples of arts 
and cultural districts throughout the United States. 
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Goal C: Become a national leader in research and businesses that 
serve the growing needs of aging populations.  

 
Aging is one of the County’s biggest opportunities for leadership 
and differentiation in an area in which it has recognized assets. It is 
critical that the community incorporate true economic 
opportunities—revenue-generating, job-creating programs—into a 
strategic framework.  

The United States is among the most rapidly aging developed 
nations in the world. In 2000, an estimated 35 million people were 
age 65 and over in the United States, accounting for almost 13% of 
the national population. Sarasota County is on the forefront of 
these aging trends—with nearly 32% of the population over age 
65, it is the nation’s oldest county with a population over 250,000. 
Further, the 50–60-year age cohort alone represents $1 trillion/year 
in spending power.  

The convergence of Sarasota County’s demographic asset with 
relevant national and global market trends, community support for 
the platform, and innovation assets in the broader region indicate 
multiple economic opportunities for the county to pursue. The 
strategies under this goal focus on creating a focal point for 
activity and opportunities within this platform, enabling strategic 
collaboration among existing businesses, and positioning the 
county as an anchor and attractor for research and learning in the 
field.  

Forum participants had ambitious goals for this platform, 
envisioning the Sarasota Institute for the Ages (SAI) with physical 
space and significant learning/training programs (including 
distance learning offerings) within five years. In ten years, they said 
the SAI and community “brand” would have enough draw to 
generate demand for new hotels and create an endowment 
sizable enough to defray operations costs of the SAI. They also said 
they expect a not-inconsequential side effect to this effort: 
healthier seniors. 

Regional Assets 

As noted above, the county’s demographics are a differentiator in 
and of themselves. Sarasota County’s current age profile is similar 
to that projected for the developed world in 2025. Additionally, 
the relatively higher education and income levels in these cohorts 
suggest that these residents may be more likely to be early 
adopters of technology/other advances. 

The existing research and clinical trials activity in the county 
(particularly that associated with Dattoli Cancer Center, Silverstein 
Institute, and Sarasota Memorial Hospital) provides a base from 

“We need a singular 
community focus 
[on this platform] – 
and not just to 
create an institute 
for healthy aging, 
but to make 
Sarasota the 
Community for 
Healthy Aging.” 
Forum participant 
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which to expand activity and—consistent with broader objectives 
of this plan—to encourage growth of existing businesses. 

The region has a critical mass of relevant expertise in sectors with 
growing markets in this area, including:  

Á Medical devices 

Á Simulation and training 

Á Design and animation 

Á Architectural design and construction 

Given weather and existing tourism infrastructure, the county’s 
appeal as a travel destination for convention, business, and 
training/learning visitors is another differentiator that can enhance 
the county’s reputation as a national leader in this field. 

The number and caliber of hospitals, medical specialists, and 
academic institutions doing relevant work in the region represent 
significant opportunities for strategic partnerships that will advance 
the Aging Platform and raise the profile of the county in the region 
and state. 

Market Context 

The trajectory of innovation and consumer preferences in markets 
relevant to the Aging Platform indicates an array of market 
opportunities that directly align with the region’s assets. Trends 
include: 

Á The repositioning of aging as a positive concept 

Á A focus on wellness/preventative medicine, as contrasted with 
curative medicine 

Á Consumer demand for convenient access to and control over 
their own health information, driving advancements in 
health information management 

Á Companies using open innovation to interact with and 
respond to customers, researchers, and suppliers 

Á An increase in medical tourism – traveling for elective 
procedures and/or specialized surgeries 

Á Products, technologies, and services that enable aging in 
place, helping older people live independently and increasing 
the efficacy of their service/care providers 
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Comparable/competitive 
centers on aging 
University of California’s 
Academic Geriatric 
Resource Centers (6) 
Center for Aging Service 
Technologies, Washington, 
DC 
Healthy Aging Research 
Network (consortium of 9 
research universities) 
National Ageing Research 
Institute, Australia 

Recommended Strategies 

Strategy C-1: Establish the Sarasota Institute for the Ages (SAI) that can 
act as a focal point and aggregator for markets and industries. 

 
Identified need: Platform opportunities will need to be pursued in a 
cohesive, deliberate way, which indicates the need for a central 
organization or entity to manage or coordinate them. The 
expertise and resources for such an effort do not currently exist.  

Recommendations 

Establish an Aging Center or Institute that would be a focal point 
for business development of aging markets. Envisioned as a “Think 
and Do Tank,” such an organization could  

Á Increase Sarasota County’s national and international visibility 
as a place where thought leadership on aging resides.  

Á Aggregate, organize, and make available data and 
information on targeted demographics for research, design, 
and market development purposes.  

Á Formulate and host community and national forums on key 
aging issues, influencing policies, and programs. 

Á Develop an “open innovation” business model to enable 
companies to engage in an integrated fashion with not only 
older consumers but also with professionals in delivery of 
medical and wellness products and services. Clinical research 
organizations are well entrenched in the drug and medical 
device testing markets—and currently perform research with 
regional hospitals and medical specialists. While one can seek 
to grow Sarasota’s share of this sector, another attractive 
opportunity could also be in community-based research into 
the efficacy of health and medical products used in the home 
and community with limited supervision of medical 
professionals. Candidate products and services could address 
nutrition, exercise, home-based monitoring devices, and 
rehabilitation products.  

Á Foster connections to design talent in the region, brokering 
design collaborations between industry and university 
researchers and local design organizations. 

As a first step in developing the SAI, the Partners Council should 
appoint an advisory board or strategic team to guide a detailed 
business plan that builds upon the work already initiated by SCOPE 
and the stakeholder input provided as part of this strategic 
planning effort. The business planning process should evaluate 
and select a business model (for-profit, nonprofit, or hybrid), 
research/policy focus areas, and organizational structure for the 
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SAI. The process should also produce financials and marketing 
materials that can be used to secure funding for start-up and initial 
operations. 

Economic impacts, in the near term, will be related to direct 
employment and program revenue (grants, contracts, 
conferences) in the focal organization. As the strategy matures, 
the SAI and its programming will serve an attractor function, 
drawing companies and researchers to locate close to the 
leadership and programs offered by the Institute.  

A number of existing research centers and think tanks function in 
this market space (see sidebar). It is critical that the SAI 
Incorporate economic opportunities that cut across multiple 
industry sectors—both to differentiate the SAI from others in the 
space and to generate significantly higher economic impacts for 
the county, as detailed in Appendix B. 

Lead organization: The Partners Council, in cooperation with 
SCOPE, would oversee the development of a business plan that 
would then identify the lead organizations for implementation and 
operations. Forum participants suggested that the Sarasota 
Convention & Visitor’s Bureau/Tourism Development Board play a 
role in the funding and planning, given the likely potential for 
increased tourism and related impacts. 

Strategy C-2: Increase the capacity for existing businesses to grow and 
expand their market share. 

Identified need: Without exception, the platforms described in the 
plan will require the County to seek, establish, and maintain 
intentional connections to the broader region’s economic and 
innovation assets. This includes, but is not limited to, research and 
development on aging at regional universities (e.g., USF, UCF) and 
in companies and service providers in relevant industry sectors. 

Recommendations 

Á Launch an Innovators’ Workshop to bring together researchers 
and businesses to identify common interests and opportunities 
for collaborative projects. 

Á Establish a brokering function for clinical trials and research 
opportunities.  

Á Establish a consortium (including, for example, architects, 
designers, software developers) that specializes in “aging in 
place”; explore opportunities for this consortium to build or 
provide technologies and services to assisted living and active 
living developments and assist existing businesses (like PGT) to 
expand their product lines for this market space.  
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It should be noted that the consultant team has been particularly 
impressed with the technology transfer and economic 
development outreach efforts out of USF Tampa. This organization 
could be a valuable avenue to build relationships with relevant 
programs and researchers within USF. As compared to many other 
communities where we have worked, the county is fortunate to be 
able to tap into such a resource, employing a number of best 
practices in regional outreach. 

Lead organization: All of these activities can eventually be 
managed by the Center, but they need not wait until the Center 
has been established. In the meantime, the EDC can engage a 
contractor (or several contractors) to launch the activities.  

Strategy C-3: Establish Sarasota County as the learning center for aging 
markets. 

Identified need: To continue to raise the profile of Sarasota County 
as a center for innovation related to aging and to provide a 
venue and hub for learning and training in the field.  

Recommendations 

Á Align existing plans for a conference center with the training 
and learning activities planned for the Aging Platform. 

Á Actively recruit the training and continuing education events 
of national and regional organizations with agendas focused 
on aging. 

Á Establish an annual Aging in Place Expo that profiles new 
products, technologies, and designs from around the country. 
Spotlight local businesses and use the event as a business 
recruitment opportunity. 

Lead organization: This is a longer-term strategy that would be 
lead by the SAI and the Sarasota Convention & Visitor’s Bureau. 

Metrics 
Progress toward this goal can be measured through the following 
metrics: 

Á Number of jobs retained and created by companies 
directly associated with the Aging Platform efforts 

Á The increase in the number/size of aging research efforts 
and clinical trials conducted in the county 

Á Convention/business/training visitation and expenditure  
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Goal D: Build our reputation as a premier location for businesses and 
institutions with design expertise. 

Design thinking is the use of design and creativity for product 
development and problem solving, across industry sectors. The 
“design innovation ladder” at left shows the progression in level 
and sophistication of the application of design and design thinking 
in a region’s businesses. The higher up the ladder, the greater the 
strategic use of design.7 

While many regions have concentrations in different aspects of 
design and creative services, Sarasota County’s breadth of talent, 
along with a nationally recognized design school, are not 
common in a region this size. These assets position County 
businesses and educational institutions to be among the pioneers 
in community-wide, pervasive use of design thinking.  

Growing demand for digital content and Web-enabled tools for 
Internet advertising and social networking represent additional 
opportunities for existing companies that overlap the creative 
services and information technology clusters.   

Forum participants saw major opportunity in this platform, 
particularly in its potential to draw support from and affect multiple 
industry sectors and stakeholder groups: design-related businesses, 
educators, urban planners and developers, and philanthropic 
groups. Design efforts would also provide key support for the Aging 
and Sustainable Systems platforms. 

The strategies under this goal focus on moving new and existing 
enterprises in Sarasota County up the design innovation ladder 
and assisting them to identify, tap, and develop new markets.   

Regional Assets 

Ringling College of Art + Design is nationally known for its programs 
in computer animation, graphic and interactive communication, 
digital imaging, and game design. While the community has 
typically thought of Ringling as a resource for traditional art and 
design applications (just Step 2 on the design innovation ladder), 
its points of convergence (creative/technology, design/business) 
set it apart from most other institutions of its kind and position it as a 
differentiating asset with as-yet-untapped economic potential for 
the region. 

                                          
7 Definition and graphic adapted from “Five Years On; Victoria’s Design Sector,” 
Wallis Consulting Group for Design Victoria, December 2008. 
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Additionally, the county has a critical mass of residents and 
workers with relevant expertise in:  

Á Creative/design services 

Á Interactive branding 

Á Marketing communication 

Á Film and video 

Á Web-enabled technologies 

Á Performing arts 

Á Active nonprofit organizations 

Market Drivers 

In addition to growth within the various vertical markets in the 
creative industry (film and video, advertising/marketing, IT, etc., as 
shown in the Phase One assessment), the following trends cross 
creative and information technology sectors and build on the 
region’s existing assets.  

Á Increasing use of design thinking, which uses design concepts 
as a methodology for improving services, operating processes, 
and product design across an array of industries. Some studies 
estimate that one-third of all businesses, and as much as two-
thirds of small businesses, use design to drive competitiveness.8 

Á The crowded nature of online advertising is driving an 
increasing reliance on great digital creative content. In 
addition, tough economic times means that advertisers will be 
spending less on general brand marketing and more on direct 
customer acquisition. This next-generation Internet advertising 
demands creative content such as short, humorous video clips 
or online shows that lead potential customers directly to 
advertisers’ Websites. Jupiter Research estimates that online 
marketers spent $2.1 billion on this affiliate marketing in 2008, 
with an increase to $3.3 billion expected in 2012.  

Á Opportunities for using social networking tools for advertising 
will increase. This “viral marketing” occurs when a product is 
recommended through a social network, creating brand trust 
and further interest in the product. One technique for social 
network marketing is the use of digital widgets that users on 
sites such as Facebook add to their homepages. The widgets 
represent a product or brand and can be mini-applications 
that provide entertainment or make a personal statement 
about the user. The estimated market for digital widgets was 
$40 million in 2008.  

                                          
8 “Five Years On; Victoria’s Design Sector,” Wallis Consulting Group for Design 
Victoria, December 2008. 
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Recommended Strategies 

Strategy D-1: Expand business development opportunities by building 
expertise in the application of design thinking.  

Identified need: As introduced above, design thinking is a concept 
that is rapidly being applied across an array of industries as an 
innovation and productivity tool. It uses design concepts as a 
problem-solving methodology to improve services and operating 
processes as well as product design. Sarasota’s array of design 
talent and Ringling College of Art + Design offer a unique 
opportunity to provide businesses and researchers with these 
“extended” design services.  

Recommendations 

Build the capacity of existing creative services businesses and 
students at Ringling College to apply design thinking to business 
problems.  

Á In the short term, this should include seminars and workshops in 
conjunction with the Innovation Center (See Strategies B-1 and 
D-2), with topics including basic design thinking concepts, best 
practices and case studies in design thinking, and immersion-
type courses where designer participants are linked with 
regional businesses to solve discrete business problems.  

Á Over the long-term, design thinking coursework should be 
offered in undergraduate and continuing education formats 
through Ringling College or by a for-profit affiliate of the 
College, such as the center/consortium described below. 

Conduct a feasibility study and develop a business plan (similar in 
scope to the one outlined for an Aging Center) for a center or 
consortium for design thinking. Such an analysis will need to 
identify the resources, facilities, and expertise needed to position 
the region as a national leader in the application of design 
thinking as an innovation tool for product and service 
development. The center’s services would be piloted in local 
companies and organizations (an extension of the immersion 
courses described above) and eventually offered outside the 
region. A prototyping and training facility, where firms could easily 
collaborate, would be located in the Design District (see Strategy 
B-3).  

Leading organizations: Ringling College of Art + Design, with 
support from the Partners Council Strategic Team on Design 
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Strategy D-2: Facilitate the start-up and expansion of businesses in key 
sectors. 

Identified Need: The region lacks targeted and intense business 
development services for innovation-based companies, especially 
those related to growing areas in creative services and 
technologies. As detailed further in Strategy B-1, an accelerator 
model for business incubation can serve an array of companies at 
start-up and early-growth stages of development.   

Recommendations 

Utilize the expertise and services of the proposed Innovation 
Center to promote collaboration among creative services and 
technology companies and assist them to: 

Á Identify and access new markets.  

Á Develop/find new applications for technologies and forge 
connections to university research. 

Á Develop capital access strategies.  

Other Regional Examples  

Victoria, Australia: Recognizing the significant role that design 
and innovation play in its economy, the Victorian Government 
has made significant investments in its design cluster, studying 
and publicizing the non-traditional applications of design across 
industries. Design Victoria aims to: 
Á Empower Victorian designers with the skills and 

knowledge to grow their businesses; 
Á Educate Victorian firms in using design to improve 

business performance and increase competitive 
advantage; and 

Á Demonstrate to the community the impact and benefit 
of design on everyday life. 

A recent study highlighting five years of progress since the 
launch of the Design Victoria initiative showed: 
Á Victoria’s design sector is highly competitive and well 

recognized, and contributes $7 billion to the state’s 
economy. 

Á 37% of all businesses in Victoria (69,000 businesses and 
organizations) use design. 

Á The number of design consultancies increased 35% over 
five years. 

Á The number of people employed in design roles 
increased 14% over five years. 

Á Victorian businesses that use design show higher rates of 
profit growth. 

“Five Years On: Victoria’s Design Sector 2003–2008,” Design Victoria, 
RIMT University. 
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Á Identify, attract, and build the capacity of technical and 
management teams. 

Lead organizations: Sarasota and Manatee County EDCs, jointly, 
as described in Strategy B-1  

Strategy D-3: Sponsor a business plan competition in conjunction with the 
annual Design Summit to promote the commercialization of 
ideas/research. 

Identified need: A business plan competition can educate 
potential entrepreneurs in the process of creating and evaluating 
new business ventures; encourage innovation and 
entrepreneurship; and leverage the presence of the Design 
Summit. 

Recommendations 

Provide a business plan competition in to leverage the 
attendance at and innovative ideas in circulation at the Design 
Summit. Such a business plan competition will 

Á Offer prospective entrepreneurs in-kind advisory services to 
develop their business plan and an opportunity to pitch their 
business plan to potential investors; 

Á Launch/accelerate business concepts in a format that 
provides a “reality check” for participants, identifying strengths 
and weaknesses of all submitted concepts; and 

Á Provide start-up funding for the winner(s). 

Lead organizations: EDC, with support from Startup Florida, the 
Florida Venture Forum, and the Tampa Bay Technology Forum 

Strategy D-4: Develop a targeted marketing campaign to increase 
awareness of the region’s design-related sectors. 

Identified need: There is little recognition outside the region of the 
array of design talent resident in Sarasota County. A need exists for 
an initiative to develop a regional strategy that raises the profile of 
the county and touts the benefits of starting/growing a design-
related business in Sarasota County. 

Recommendations 

Develop an identity campaign that establishes a defined image 
for the region’s design and technology industries and enables 
collaboration and networking among related businesses. 

Á An interactive media strategy  

Á Web presence and tools that provide a platform for intra- and 
inter-industry education and dialogue about design and its 
applications 
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Á Web-based directory/network of designers and design-related 
businesses and organizations 

Á A unified regional presence at targeted association/trade 
shows 

There is an immediate opportunity to increase the local 
connection between creative firms and other businesses in the 
region by supporting efforts like the Arts Council’s Arts and Business 
Bash and expanding Film & Video mixers to invite businesses that 
represent potential customers. The self-interest by local companies 
for such a campaign and the significant resident talent and 
technologies available should minimize the development costs of 
this effort. 

Lead organizations: Sarasota County Arts Council, with support 
from the Sarasota County EDC  

Strategy D-5: Continually explore new market opportunities for traditional 
creative segments.  

Identified need: Web broadcasts, short digital content, and other 
market trends provide new opportunities for long-standing 
creative segments in the county.  

Recommendations 

Continue to support the county’s efforts to find new market 
opportunities for existing sectors of creative services, including 
ideas such as 

Á Digital broadcast of performing arts shows, and 

Á A sound stage for film and video, performing arts, and other 
applications.  

Lead organizations: The Film & Entertainment Office and the Arts 
Council 

Metrics 
Progress toward this goal can be measured though the following 
metrics: 

Á Revenue, employment, and firm growth in the design 
platform 

Á Market penetration measured by revenues from clients 
outside the region  

Á Convention/business/training visitation and expenditure 
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Goal E: Expand business opportunities in applied environmental and 
sustainable systems.  

With sustainable development and green jobs at the top of every 
community's economic development strategy, Sarasota County 
will need to focus on areas where it can build a competitive 
advantage and stand out from other regions. With few large 
university research efforts, the county is best suited as a location 
for applied research or demonstration projects and initiatives that 
illustrate the integration of multiple sustainable development 
practices or clean technologies. For example, Mote Marine 
Laboratory’s aquaculture demonstration work incorporates 
sustainability elements (water re-use and solar power) to minimize 
environmental impact. Such sustainable systems have potential 
applications in agricultural, commercial, and residential settings. 
Additionally, the region's growing expertise in water resource 
management can be integrated with local food production, 
energy conservation, low-impact development, and 
environmental resource management, representing a broad array 
of market and business opportunities. 

This goal contains recommendations to build expertise in markets 
that build on existing assets and where there is long-term potential 
for growth (Goal F contains additional strategies for promoting 
green jobs through public policies and resources). Forum 
participants formulated a methodical approach to this platform: 
they envisioned the first five years being focused on building 
capacity and core expertise in niche markets and the following 
five years focused on business and market expansion.  

Regional Assets 

Mote Marine Laboratory – Mote is known to the community 
primarily as an aquarium—a tourist destination. However, it is one 
of the world’s few independent marine research laboratories, and 
is doing leading-edge research and development in the area of 
sustainable aquaculture.  

Specialized expertise – The region has a growing core of 
specialized practitioners:  

Á Arboriculture 

Á Aquaculture 

Á Landscape and building design/architecture 

Á Integrated water/soil management 

Reputation – Sarasota County has a reputation as an 
environmentally friendly, “green” community within Florida. 
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Market Drivers 

Á Water resources (fresh and marine) are a growing 
environmental and community concern and, as compared to 
alternative energy, is an area on which few regions are 
focusing attention. Meanwhile, the worldwide market for 
water-related technologies is estimated at $400 billion 
annually. 

Á Demand is increasing for sustainable aquaculture technologies 
and products—the global aquaculture market is estimated at 
$70 billion annually. 

Á Few academic institutions in the United States offer both 
marine sciences R&D opportunities, and academic curricula 
(at the bachelor’s, master’s, and PhD levels).   

Á Demand is increasing for comprehensive resource 
management systems and intelligent systems integration—
products and processes that incorporate multi-/cross-
disciplinary expertise (e.g., design, water/energy resource 
management, sensor technologies) 

Recommended Strategies 

Strategy E-1: Support development and commercialization of sustainable 
aquaculture technologies and expansion of regional aquaculture industry. 

Identified need: The technologies and processes being developed 
at Mote Marine Laboratory represent opportunities to launch new 
businesses or draw new industry partners to the region. Mote may 
require assistance developing a targeted and/or phased strategy 
to approach this new area of business. 

Recommendations 

Assist and complement Mote’s efforts to develop and 
commercialize aquaculture technologies by 

Á Identifying potential partner organizations/companies to 
develop, demonstrate, or transfer, selected Mote 
technologies; 

Á Seeking matching funds for Mote to develop a broader 
commercialization/partnership strategy for earlier-stage 
technologies; and 

Á Evaluating the feasibility (in terms of infrastructure capacity, 
land availability, and other market, regulatory, community 
factors) of the development of the regional aquaculture 
industry. 

Lead organizations: Mote Marine Laboratory, with support from the 
Partners Council Strategy Team on Sustainable Systems.  
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Strategy E-2: Expand marine sciences educational programs to draw 
students and visitors from outside the region. 

Identified need: Establishing additional marine sciences 
educational programs for undergraduate, master’s level, and/or 
PhD students could increase employment as well as stimulate the 
local economy by attracting new students and faculty to the 
area.  

Recommendations 

Identify and facilitate potential collaborations between Mote and 
likely university partners (e.g., landlocked institutions interested in 
offering/expanding marine sciences curricula/programs or 
regional institutions like USF).  

Identify/provide the necessary infrastructure to enable an 
expansion of residential programs (e.g., housing, land, and/or 
building space). 

Lead organizations: Mote Marine Laboratory, with support from the 
EDC and the Sarasota Convention & Visitor’s Bureau/Tourism 
Development Board. 

Strategy E-3: Assist local businesses with environmental and sustainable 
products/services to maximize their market share within Florida and 
expand product/service offerings. 

Identified Need: The rapidly increasing demand for green products 
and services represents a significant opportunity for existing local 
businesses. Businesses may need assistance entering these 
markets, increasing their market share, and/or accessing available 
state and federal resources. 

Recommendations 

Á Develop a directory of environmental and sustainable system 
businesses. While the directory could include retail sales, the 
focus should be on value-added companies that develop new 
technologies or sell goods/services outside the region. 

Á Identify new or modified state policies (e.g., stormwater 
management) where the county has existing business expertise 
that can be marketed to other parts of the state. 

Á Work with state energy/environmental boards and 
commissions to identify the resources and assets needed in the 
region to attract demonstration or pilot projects. 

Á Host Innovators Workshops with university researchers and local 
businesses to connect business needs and regional resources.  

Lead organizations: As explained further in the Enhancing Local 
and Regional Cooperation section, the Chambers will lead those 
efforts that pertain to economic gardening, training, and 
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dissemination of information on available resources. The EDC will 
lead efforts requiring technical market/policy intelligence and/or 
innovation-based capacity building.  

 
 

Strategy E-4: Develop a consortium model that promotes Sarasota County 
as a location for applied and integrated sustainable concepts.  

Identified need: Promotion of Sarasota County as a leader in 
applied and integrated sustainable concepts will require clear 
articulation of business assets and expertise (see environmental 
and sustainable businesses directory in E-3) and identification of 
niche markets (e.g., subtropical climates, institutional design) that 
could serve as initial efforts in which to fully develop and 
demonstrate a model of systems thinking or an integrated 
approach to sustainable development.  

As is the case with other consortium models, results will be 
maximized when collaborative space and/or demonstration 
centers are available in which businesses can work jointly on 
projects and where customers can see applied demonstrations.  

Recommendations 

Based on the previous Sarasota School of Architecture model, 
develop a consortium model for multi-disciplinary collaboration in 
the field.  

Á Use the plans already developed by local businesses for a 
possible demonstration center as a foundation for further 
development.  

Á Similar to the Center proposed in C-1, develop a full business 
plan for the consortium and related facility to identify costs, 
timelines, potential economic impacts, and funding sources.  

Other Regional Examples  

PDX Lounge, Portland, Oregon: PDX Lounge is a joint branding 
effort and collaborative supported by the Portland 
Development Commission (PDC), the Oregon Sustainable 
Economy Network (OSEN), and the Portland + Oregon 
Sustainability Institute.  

PDX Lounge partner companies have represented Oregon’s 
green building industry at conferences including Greenbuild 
and West Coast Green. It fosters sustainability initiatives in the 
Portland metropolitan region and promotes Oregon’s 
sustainable industries within the state and beyond. 

PDX Lounge also supports Oregon’s sustainable industries day-
to-day, providing business-to-business networking opportunities 
and convening sustainable industry work groups to advocate 
for a more sustainable future. 
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Lead organizations: Partners Council Strategy Team on Sustainable 
Systems would oversee an industry-led effort to develop a full 
business and operating plan that would identify funding resources 
and lead partners for implementation and operations. 
 

 

Metrics 
Progress toward this goal can be measured though the following 
metrics: 

Á Number of new technologies commercialized 

Á Number of jobs and firms retained or created in the 
Sustainable Systems platform 

Á Convention/education/training visitation and expenditure 

Other Regional Examples  

Envirolink Northwest (United Kingdom) was established in 2000 
as part of the Northwest Regional Development Agency’s first 
Regional Economic Strategy (RES). It is the organization 
charged with developing the energy and environmental 
technologies and services (ETS) sector in England's Northwest. 

Today, energy and environmental technologies and services 
make up one of the fastest growing business sectors in the 
region. Envirolink Northwest helps organizations commercialize 
new technologies and services and market these solutions in 
the marketplace. The organization’s objectives are to: 
Á Increase the levels of innovation, knowledge, and 

technology transfer within the sector. 
Á Increase the level of learning and skills for the current and 

future sector workforce.  
Á Promote the sector in regional, national, and international 

markets. 

Envirolink Northwest helps develop the region’s energy and 
environmental technologies and services sector by promoting 
specific supply chains, identifying financing for business growth 
and new product development, and stimulating partnership 
formation to address market opportunities. Activities are 
delivered by three specialist teams focusing on the following 
growth sectors: 
Á Environmental technologies, specifically: 
Á remediation and reclamation of land  
Á water and wastewater treatment 

Á Energy management, specifically: 
Á energy efficiency 
Á renewable energy 
Á waste management and recycling technologies 

From http://www.envirolinknorthwest.co.uk/ 
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Goal F: Optimize the ways people, policies, and investments work 
together to attain economic goals. 

 
In years past, Sarasota County has had a growing tax base driven 
by a healthy real estate market that provided significant public 
funds for a variety of community efforts. The current economic 
climate and sharp declines in real estate values have placed 
limitations on public coffers. Now these resources have declined, 
and the region will need to look carefully how it can utilize public 
and private resources to leverage and maximize the effectiveness 
of investments. This will require focus and strategically based 
choices to ensure that resources are not spread too thinly to have 
significant outcomes. Perhaps the need for better alignment was 
best summarized by one business leader who noted, “The 
community is willing to make investments in the future … but what 
is their focus?” 

This section of the five-year economic plan recommends strategies 
that can align public and private resources to optimize the 
economic and community value of each effort. Additionally, 
aligning resources for maximum impact can assist in combating 
the perception that Sarasota County does not have a business-
friendly ethic. 

During the community engagement process to identify 
weaknesses and opportunities, the following observations were 
made by community members: 

Á There is a widespread perception that county government 
and most municipalities are not business friendly and tend to 
create roadblocks rather than to facilitate economic 
opportunities. 

Á Public sector investments and public policy need to better 
support economic development; many economic 
development efforts among governments are fragmented 
and lack a unity of purpose that could better leverage 
resources. 

Á There is a lack of local public finance tools or waivers that can 
be used as incentives, especially for existing businesses that 
have the opportunity to expand as the economy improves. 

Á More strategic, targeted public investments could be used to 
support the community’s interest in sustainability and growth in 
“green” jobs. 

At the economic forum held in March 2009, the participants were 
much attuned to aligning resources, coordinating strategies and 
investments, and consolidating organizations to minimize overlap 
and redundancies. One group recommended “a county-wide 

“Success needs to be 
measured by results, not 
level of activity.” 
Forum participant 
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Chamber of Commerce, with local chapters.” In the words of 
another group, “We need more cross-pollination of ideas and less 
‘silo’ mentality.” Finally, in support of thinking differently and 
creatively, it was suggested that the community “make it safe to 
try new approaches, so we can learn as we go without being 
stymied by the fear of failure.” 

Progress to Date: Sarasota County’s public leaders are very aware 
of the key role that the public sector must play in economic 
diversification. County commissioners, city councilors and mayors, 
business leaders, and nonprofit boards all agree that the “old 
model” of working in silos needs to be replaced with more 
productive public-private partnerships that work toward shared 
goals. Recently, the county government passed a local 
procurement policy to encourage the purchase of goods and 
services from county businesses. North Port is developing a locally 
controlled incentive program to encourage business growth in 
their jurisdiction.  

Key Lessons from Research and Best Practices  

Á The alignment of public works and infrastructure projects with 
economic development efforts can help accelerate the 
growth of desired industries. Public projects can be a catalyst 
or a demonstration lab that encourages the development of 
targeted industries or workforce skills. 

Á Local governments can encourage the growth of local 
businesses through public policies and their own procurement 
practices. 

Á Development of a “business friendly” ethic in local government 
does not need to involve complex or expensive programs. 

Á The ability to secure outside funding or resources is most likely 
to be achieved when locally available public and private 
resources are aligned and coordinated. 

Recommended Strategies 

Strategy F-1: Create green jobs and develop local expertise in sustainable 
development through public sector investments and programs. 

Identified Need: The community consistently expressed the desire 
to be a leader in applied sustainability concepts, and to use that 
leadership to create green jobs and support the development of 
local businesses and expertise in that market area. Putting these 
concepts into practice, and demonstrating their effectiveness, 
can stimulate job and business growth related to sustainable 
practices. An immediate opportunity lies in the current federal 
economic stimulus package, which provides a variety of funding 
for efforts such as weatherizing and increasing the energy 
efficiency of low-income housing. 

“We should build demand 
for energy conservation, 
alternative energy 
applications, ‘Florida-
friendly’ landscaping, and 
water resource 
conservation and 
efficiency.”  
Forum participant 
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Recommendations  

Develop a countywide strategy among public sector agencies, 
businesses, and workforce and education organizations to utilize 
public projects as a way to stimulate green jobs and expand local 
expertise for sustainable development practices.  

To the fullest possible extent, incorporate green building and low-
impact development elements in targeted projects, such as public 
housing or community buildings. Use those projects to demonstrate 
markets for practices that can lower overall operating costs of 
buildings and reduce environmental impacts; ensure outreach to 
local businesses to keep job creation within the local economy. An 
example would be the recent dialogue on incorporating green/ 
sustainable elements in housing rehabilitation projects in New Town 
and training local residents in the job skills necessary to accomplish 
this project. 

Over the next 12 months, target two or three signature projects 
(e.g., the current plans for a solar hot water effort or the greening 
of foreclosed properties) to accelerate green jobs and provide the 
critical mass of jobs needed to develop business and workforce 
training programs in the region. 

Help local companies demonstrate commercial value of new or 
expanding green products or services by utilizing publicly owned 
facilities as a test space. For example, a manufacturer in Oregon 
used the local emergency response center’s backup power 
system as a test site for its new fuel cell.  

Lead Organizations: Public sector agencies, including county and 
city governments, would need to lead the effort to incorporate 
these elements into public projects. The Workforce Investment 
Board and education/training institutions will need to be included 
to ensure that local businesses and workers have the necessary 
training. 

 

Other Regional Examples 

Minneapolis: One aspect of Minneapolis’ sustainability plan 
includes the percentage of available housing units that are 
green and that are affordable to the lowest income quartile. 

Dallas: To meet growing demands, the City of Dallas provides 
educational resources on green building standards for local 
developers. 

Austin, Texas: The City maintains a list of designers, architects, 
and builders who are members of the City-supported “Green 
Builder Program” in order to promote green development in the 
city. 
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Strategy F-2: Make it easier for businesses to expand in, or locate to, the 
region by using public facilities for temporary ramp-up operations. 

Identified Need: A recurring theme expressed during interviews 
and in survey responses by various elements in the community was 
concern over the “anti-business” sentiment of the public sector in 
the county. Using public sector resources to facilitate business 
location and/or expansion could assist in mitigating this perception 
while at the same time making more efficient use of assets in 
which the public has already invested. 

Recommendation  

Establish a countywide policy that allows publicly owned facilities 
to be used in business development efforts. 

Utilize vacant public facilities as interim space for existing 
businesses expanding or new businesses relocating to the region, 
providing businesses with the opportunity to jump-start new 
operations or expand their training programs.  

Lead Organizations: Public sector agencies and local Chambers of 
Commerce should collaborate on compiling an inventory of 
facilities in various communities around the county that could be 
used for this purpose. The inventory can then be used by the 
Chambers and EDC for business development activities. 

 
 

Strategy F-3: Use public sector procurement policies to stimulate 
purchases from local businesses. 

Identified Need: Chambers of Commerce and the Sarasota 
County EDC are currently supporting a “buy local” campaign to 
stimulate local business activity. Often, the stimulus to “buy local” is 
merely creating awareness that local sources for goods and 
services are available and competitive in price and quality to 

Other Regional Examples 

Hillsboro, Oregon: The City utilized publicly controlled space to 
transition Yahoo! and Netflix customer care operations as they 
located to Hillsboro. The companies used these facilities for 
employee screening, interviewing, hiring, and training, as well 
as project management, until their permanent locations were 
built out and ready for occupancy. 

London: The City is offering free space for one year to foreign 
businesses locating operations within the city. 

Rockville, Maryland: The City and County are offering a year of 
free space to the company that wins a business plan 
competition focused on firms in technology, aerospace, or IT. 

Savannah, Georgia: The Savannah EDA is offering a year of free 
space to digital media companies who will locate in their new 
game development and digital media center.  
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products coming from outside the region. The purchasing power of 
the public sector can be an important addition to this effort and 
can assist in furthering a “business friendly” attitude. 

Recommendation  

Expand local procurements of goods and services by both the 
public and private sectors through procurement policies and 
program requirements. 

Establish a countywide policy where companies that receive 
public assistance are required to file a local procurement plan 
accompanied by a good faith effort to increase local purchases.  

Increase the local preference or procurement goals of goods and 
services purchases by the county and municipal governments. 

Develop partnerships between the public sectors and business 
organizations to help connect local companies to these 
procurement opportunities. 

Lead Organizations: The EDC should be the lead organization for 
establishing a policy that requires companies receiving public 
assistance to file a local procurement plan. County and municipal 
governments should enhance their own purchasing strategies that 
will allow them to give local preference while maintaining their 
legal obligations. The local Chambers of Commerce should be 
partners in this effort, and assist companies filing local 
procurement plans to access the local marketplace through 
connections with their members.  

 
 

Strategy F-4: Develop a locally controlled incentive fund for the expansion 
and recruitment of targeted industries and start-up companies.  

Identified Need: Locally controlled incentives are not readily 
available in Sarasota County, and no specific eligibility criteria are 
in place. In the past, incentives have been created based on 
emergency conditions, where resident businesses were 
considering a move out of the county and were being courted by 
another region. As a consequence, there is a broad interest in 

Other Regional Examples  

Gresham, Oregon: Companies who receive enterprise zone tax 
benefits are required to file a local procurement plan, outlining 
how they will purchase goods and services from local vendors. 

Barcelona: Local procurement policies encouraged the growth 
of green and sustainable businesses by ensuring a public sector 
market for goods and services. 

Lawrence, Kansas: Local procurement policies allow for up to a 
5% premium for products that are “environmentally preferable,” 
including locally produced products. 
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creating locally controlled incentives that can harmonize with 
community priorities and support strategic economic goals. 

Recommendations 

Develop a qualified industry incentive program to support 
economic objectives of the community, including quality job 
retention and creation, private sector investment, and economic 
diversification. 

Establish a $2-million-fund level through the county government’s 
funds from North Port’s escheated lots. The fund would be used for 
projects throughout the county, not just in unincorporated parts of 
the county. 

Incentives should be based on a multi-tiered formula of wage 
levels, job creation/retention, capital investment, and other 
economic goals. As an example, Oklahoma City has developed 
an econometric model that determines the total amount of local 
incentive funding available based on the number of jobs created/ 
retained, the quality of jobs (wages and benefits), the amount of 
private capital investment the incentive would leverage, and the 
anticipated tax contribution (property, sales, and income) that the 
project would generate. North Port has laid out a very clear set of 
objectives and criteria that can be used as a model for the 
county.  

Cities can also develop their own incentive packages for use 
within their specific jurisdictions (as currently envisioned by North 
Port) that would be in addition to the countywide incentive.  

Lead Organizations: Sarasota County would seed incentive fund 
with escheated lot funds. Since the Sarasota County EDC is the 
primary organization for recruitment and expansion projects, it 
would market, provide technical assistance, and make 
recommendations for the use of incentives. The EDC Board would 
approve the use of funds under a set amount, with the Board of 
County Commissioners approving larger projects.  
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Strategy F-5: Develop a proof of concept fund for industry-led strategies. 
Identified Need: Business and community leaders in Sarasota 
County are not short on ideas. The many summits and community 
workshops have led to a multitude of strategies to diversify the 
economy, some of which continually rise to the top of the list. 
Despite an apparent consensus on ideas, little happens to move 
them to reality. There is no process or seed funding to evaluate top 
ideas and identify specific costs and resources for implementation. 

Recommendation 

Establish a “proof of concept fund” (seeded at $500,000) to 
conduct a complete market assessment and determine a business 
plan model.  

Similar to proof of concept funds targeted to individual businesses, 
these funds would be targeted to industry collaboratives that 
would develop capacity and infrastructure for a groups of related 
businesses. Examples of these types of projects might be the aging 
center or the design thinking center/consortium described in 
Strategies C-1 and D-1, respectively.   

Like other practices across the country, the projects would pay for 
the development of a market assessment and business plan to 
prove the validity of an idea that can assist a group of businesses 
or industries. Eligible industries would be those targeted for 
diversification and which have identified industry support and cash 
and in-kind match (usually 1:1). Typically a fund this size would 
have the capacity to fund three to four projects. 

Other Regional Examples 

Gresham, Oregon: The City established a program to help 
businesses in targeted industries to finance development fees 
(water and road impacts). The program offers financing at the 
cost of city money, currently 10-year U.S. Treasury bills plus 2%.  

Oklahoma City, Oklahoma: Voters approved a $75 million 
bond-backed fund for local cash incentives directed at traded-
sector companies locating or expanding in the city; awards are 
based on a formula including consideration of the number of 
jobs created/retained, quality of jobs (wages and benefits), size 
of private investment, and contribution to tax base. 

Tulsa, Oklahoma: The Tulsa Chamber of Commerce has local 
cash incentives directed at aerospace companies locating or 
expanding near the Tulsa airport. 

St. Joseph, Missouri: The City used incremental sales and 
income taxes generated by an expansion of a large 
manufacturing company to pay for necessary infrastructure 
improvements for that company. 
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The monies for this fund could come from contributions from each 
local government or from North Port’s escheated lot funds. 

Lead Organization: The EDC or the EDC Foundation would be a 
logical administrator for this fund. The development of assessment 
criteria and the evaluation of proposals could be the work of a 
strategy team within the Partners Council, which would 
recommend projects for funding.  

Metrics 
Success in the coordination of people, policies, and investments 
could be measured through the following metrics. 

Á The impact of companies utilizing interim public facilities 
- The number of jobs retained or created 
- The amount of private sector investment in their final 

project 

Á The number of local workers employed by targeted public 
projects to promote sustainable industries and green jobs 

Á The impact of local incentives 
- The number of jobs created/retained through the 

incentive program 
- The amount of leveraged investment influenced by 

local incentives 
- Tax impacts of the program, including property tax and 

sales tax multipliers 
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Measuring Progress 
Knowing how well and how fast the county is reaching its 
economic goals will require a set of metrics that measures both 
outcomes and progress. The last decade has shifted the dialogue 
on how to measure economic progress. Jobs are no longer the 
primary indicator of success. The competitiveness of a company, 
and its ability to retain jobs, relies on its ability to develop new 
products and services (innovation), increase productivity and 
reduce costs (competitiveness), and increase revenues 
(profitability). Regions with strong entrepreneurial capacity and 
the ability to attract outside investment have been the ones with 
the most sustained levels of job, wage, and business growth. While 
specific metrics are recommended for each strategy, economic 
efforts should contribute to one or more of the following measures: 

Health and growth of businesses: Job retention; employment, 
firm & payroll growth; gross metropolitan product (GMP) 

Wages and earned income of residents: Average earned 
income of residents, and wages of targeted sectors compared 
to State and U.S. 

Leveraged investment: Capital investment into the community 
by businesses, sales tax, and state and federal funding 

Business climate (measured by survey): Public sector 
support/friendliness, and business leadership 

Considering the county’s current and desired economic status, 
Table 1.7 describes a set of overall metrics for the plan, while Table 
1.8 summarizes metrics for each goal. 

Table 1.7. Overall Metrics 

 2014 target 

Overall growth rate of jobs and firms 15,000 new jobs 
2,500 new firms 

Percent of employment in value-added industries  
(currently 25.23%) 

30% (will require 4 out of every 10 
new jobs be in value-added 
industries) 

Average wage of job: overall and for target industries Average wage of $42,000 
Average wage of target industries 
within 95% of US average 

New investment in land, buildings, and equipment through 
expansions and relocation assistance 

Average of $60 million per year 

Percent of employment in management, business, 
professional, and scientific occupations (2007: 14% 
national average; 9.7% Sarasota-Bradenton MSA average) 

12% or within two percentage 
points of national average 
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Table 1.8. Goal-specific Metrics: Targets to be determined by Partners Council 

Goal A: Existing 
and Small 
Businesses 

The impacts of business retention and expansion (BRE) efforts: 
Á Number of jobs retained and created in assisted companies  
Á Percentage of companies with average wage of at least 15% higher 

than county average 
The increase in international sales of those companies participating in the 
county’s international development efforts  
The level of direct foreign investment in region due to increased 
international activity 
The job and revenue growth of the targeted small businesses associated 
with an economic gardening effort 

Goal B: 
Innovation and 
Entrepreneurship 

The number of start-up companies and associated jobs in targeted science 
and technology sectors 
The growth of innovation-based companies receiving assistance or located 
in special districts (as compared to overall growth of companies in that 
sector) 
The amount of private capital invested in resident businesses  

Goal C: Aging 
Platform 

Number of jobs retained and created by companies directly associated 
with the aging platform 
The increase in the number of aging research efforts and clinical trials 
conducted in the county 
Convention/business/training visitation and expenditure 

Goal D: Design 
Platform 

Revenue, employment, and firm growth in the design platform 

Market penetration measured by revenues from clients out of region  
Convention/business/training visitation and expenditure 

Goal E: 
Sustainable 
Systems Platform 

Number of new technologies commercialized 

Number of jobs and firms retained or created in the Sustainable Systems 
platform 
Convention/business/training visitation and expenditure 

Goal F: 
Alignment of 
Resources 

The impact of companies utilizing interim public facilities: The number of 
jobs retained or created and the amount of private sector investment in 
their final project 
The number of local workers employed by targeted public projects to 
promote sustainable industries and green jobs 
The number of jobs created/retained through the incentive program 
The amount of leveraged investment influenced by local incentives 

 

Enhancing County and Regional Cooperation 
In Sarasota County, numerous chambers, business groups, 
educational institutions, and workforce partners, along with public 
sector agencies, are engaged in economic development.  
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While there appears to be a considerable amount of interaction 
among economic partners, coordination toward a common set of 
economic objectives is lacking. In good faith, community and 
business leaders attempt to engage in the array of similar projects 
(e.g., five different committees addressing “green jobs”), and a 
significant amount of time is spent on planning meetings and 
communications. The absence of strategic coordination has 
resulted in duplicated efforts where resources are continually put 
into the idea-generation stage, inhibiting the capacity for 
implementation.  

Over the course of this planning process, the consulting team 
observed how a lack of shared economic goals and specific 
outcome measures has limited the ability to prioritize and 
implement economic opportunities and, as a result, has created 
an environment with the following characteristics:   

Á The lack of regional economic goals and strategies means that 
each organization has its own set of priorities and spends 
significant time on developing projects similar to those of 
others. Without early coordination, the “pride in ownership” for 
each organization limits the ability to leverage the multiple 
efforts under a shared economic goal. 

Á Without a clear economic strategy and measurable 
outcomes, there is no framework to assess and prioritize 
multiple projects or to leverage investments. Economic 
priorities are perceived as being set by default: the squeaky 
wheel, a political agenda, etc. 

Á The fear of missing an opportunity to access limited resources 
compels everyone to attend every meeting. 

Á Few opportunities exist to align and leverage existing public 
spending with economic efforts. 

Á The ability to pursue external funds is limited. 

Á With resources spread thin among multiple projects, it is hard to 
gain forward momentum and shared ownership. Projects get 
stuck at the idea stage and seldom move to implementation—
perpetuating more planning meetings. 

Á Key business leaders feel their time or contributions are not 
being leveraged or used strategically, which limits sustained 
level of private sector contributions.  

Recommendations for County and Regional Cooperation 
 

Knowing that additional resources for economic development are 
limited, especially in the foreseeable future, it is important that 
economic partners in Sarasota County do their best to reduce 
duplication of effort and maximize the skills and contributions each 

“We need to reconvene in 
9 months to get an update 
on progress … or lack 
thereof.”  
Forum participant 



 

Sarasota County Five-Year Economic Development Strategic Plan, April 2009  72 

partner brings to the table. Some straightforward ways to enhance 
the effectiveness of county and regional cooperation, proven to 
be effective in other regions, include building consensus around 
economic goals and desired outcomes, rather than projects; 
clearly defining the contribution and value of each partner; and 
coordinating economic efforts at the strategic level.  

The following five operational principles can help serve as a 
foundation for coordination and to maximize the existing capacity 
and resources of economic partners.  

1. Economic efforts should be driven by a shared set of goals and 
outcomes that is fully supported by all key economic partners. 

Economic leadership needs to reach consensus and drive toward 
a shared set of goals and outcomes, recognizing that as a whole, 
the plan builds on the strengths and contributions of all parts of the 
county, yet not all strategies contribute equally to each sub-region 
of the county. The absence of clear and shared goals and 
performance measures means that each organization must 
respond first to their own leadership’s priorities and then, if time 
and resources permit, work with others.  

With a shared commitment, economic partners can expand their 
efforts to leverage external resources and funding (making the pie 
bigger), rather than competing for limited resources within the 
county. The most appropriate organizational body to agree and 
own an economic plan is the Partners Council. 

2. Clear performance metrics should be developed to increase 
accountability and delegate effort to the most appropriate 
organization(s). 

When there is consensus on desired economic outcomes, it is 
easier to divide responsibilities among partners and expand the 
capacity of existing organizations to pursue economic projects. A 
clear set of performance measures also helps to attract investors 
and strategic partners who can buy into a set of outcomes, and 
keeps current investors focused on results rather than process. 

3. Identify and maximize the value-added contributions of each 
partner. 

Currently, almost every economic organization is involved in each 
stage of planning and implementation, regardless of their 
expertise or contribution. This limits the capacity for the number of 
strategies that can be managed, and inhibits the amount of 
resources available for implementation and operations. It is often 
appropriate for an organization not to have a role in each 
strategy. To maximize the region’s economic capacity, each 
organization should clearly identify their value-added 
contributions. With a shared vision and an understanding of 
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partners’ contributions, it is easier to divide and delegate 
responsibilities and, in the process, expand the capacity to pursue 
economic projects.  

4. Manage multi-faceted projects on a strategic level. 

Most economic opportunities cross different industry sectors and 
require a mix of public and private investment and ownership. The 
ability to pursue these opportunities and achieve results is 
maximized when they are managed at a strategic level—
connecting a set of related efforts rather than managing by 
independent projects.  

Managing at the strategic level can be illustrated using the Aging 
Platform. By themselves, specific projects such as the proposed 
Institute for the Ages, an effort to enhance clinical trials, or an 
initiative to develop a training center could be designed and 
implemented independently. However, when these related 
projects are brought together under a single strategy, the Institute 
for the Ages could play a key role in accelerating clinical trails, 
broker training needs of companies, and promote venues for a 
conference center. This creates a situation where the whole is 
greater than the sum of its parts.  

5. Establish clear lines of responsibility. 

With so many organizations typically involved in each economic 
project, it has been hard to determine the lines of responsibility 
and accountability that ultimately move an idea to 
implementation. We recommend that key strategies or platform 
areas have defined roles for partners that could be described as: 

Champion: The organizations or individuals that take overall 
responsibility for the strategy and have a significant stake in the 
outcome. The champion would manage the strategy and lead 
the coordination of partners involved in planning and 
implementation. This is the point of passion for a strategy—low in 
numbers, high on leadership. If there are no champions, the 
likelihood of success is limited. 

Strategic Partner: An organization or individual that would have a 
significant role in the execution and operations of an economic 
strategy. For example, if a strategy had a significant workforce 
component, the workforce board and appropriate educational 
institution would likely be strategic partners.  

Investor: An organization that provides resources and investments 
in terms of funding, facilities, or significant in-kind contributions. 
Public sector agencies, corporate sponsorships, foundations, and 
state or federal agencies are typical investors. Most invest in a set 
of outcomes, yet have a limited role in operations.  
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Supporter: Organizations and individuals with a limited direct 
benefit or role, yet they understand the value of the strategy for 
the community and can assist in indirect ways such as using their 
organization as an outreach or marketing channel, providing 
meeting space, supporting events, etc.  

No Role: Effectively implementing an economic plan will mean 
that resources will need to be deliberately applied, and not all 
organizations can or should participate in all strategies. The 
county’s capacity to move from planning to implementation will 
mean reserving people’s energy and resources for the operational 
stage. If an organization does not contribute unique value to a 
strategy, then it should carefully consider its role.  

 

Maximizing Existing Organizational Structures 
Sarasota County has significant capacity when it comes to the 
number of organizations working on economic development 
issues. Clarifying roles and more effectively utilizing existing 
structures will help to maximize the contributions of each 
organization.  

The Partners Council 

Recently, the EDC formed a Partners Council to enhance the 
coordination among economic development partners serving the 
Sarasota region. The Council is currently a mechanism for 
communication of activities among partners, yet this group 
provides the basis for managing and overseeing specific aspects 
of the county’s economic plan. The combination of economic 
organizations, education, and the public sector representation on 
the council makes it a natural to: 

Champions

Supporters 

Investors

Strategic Partners 

No Role

Roles 

Leadership throughout 

Direct & significant role in 
planning and ongoing operations 

Key development role; limited 
role in operations 

Limited role in planning and 
indirect role in operations 
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Á “Own” the countywide economic development strategic 
plan, agreeing on the set of goals and committing to work 
collaboratively toward these goals. 

Á Develop countywide economic performance metrics, building 
on the recommendations in this plan. 

Á Lead multi-faceted economic strategies that incorporate two 
or more industries or markets such as the aging or design 
platforms. 

Á Manage targeted economic strategies where there are 
multiple committees or interests across different communities, 
including issues like green jobs, economic gardening, or 
incentives. 

Since the Partners Council consists of multiple organizations, the 
ability to work in strategy teams or committees, tapping the most 
appropriate expertise as champions, will allow for effective use of 
time and resources and reduce the duplication of effort that 
currently exists. Team structures for specific platforms allow the 
county to strategically engage other organizations (like Mote 
Marine Laboratory or a certain set of businesses) that offer 
expertise or would be key partners or investors. Using the roles 
defined above, teams should be made up of those organizations 
that are the champions, strategic partners, and investors that drive 
a strategy.  

Since these strategy teams consist of the core expertise 
surrounding an issue, they are the logical groups to develop 
recommendations on key activities and resulting performance 
measures, which would then be vetted with the Partners Council 
for final agreement. Strategy teams would be responsible for 
developing and implementing an action plan, securing necessary 
resources, and participation for each specific platform. Logical 
strategy teams for this plan would include: 

Á Aging 

Á Design  

Á Sustainable Systems 

Á Incentives and leveraging of public policies 

Á Specific workforce initiatives related to needs of industry 
clusters or sectors  

The EDC and Chambers 

Not all recommendations of this plan should be managed by the 
Partners Council. Many efforts have a natural lead organization. 
The EDC and Chambers are the two types of organizations that 
would likely lead certain elements of this plan. 
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Currently, there is overlap between efforts that are typically led by 
one type of organization or the other. The EDC of Sarasota County 
occasionally host events typically run by Chambers, and some 
Chambers are entering innovation-based development activities 
that are typically aligned with an EDC focus. This is causing 
confusion in the business community and public sector as to how 
economic development efforts are being allocated and 
coordinated. The consulting team recommends that the roles 
within key economic organization be better defined.  

Sarasota County EDC: The EDC is typically the organization with the 
primary responsibility for the development of value-added 
industries and innovation-based economic efforts. Another 
essential role for the EDC is one of developing intelligence about 
the region’s economy and diversification opportunities. This 
requires constant interface with businesses, as well as ongoing 
research. This role is very strategic in nature and requires a focused 
effort that should not be underestimated in terms of its value or its 
resource requirement.  

Specific activities that would typically fall within the responsibility of 
an EDC include: 

Value-added Industry Development 

Á Business retention and expansion efforts of traded-sector 
industry clusters such as manufacturing; creative/design; 
medical/life sciences; professional, technical and 
environmental services, etc. While these industries are often a 
part of broader efforts (for example. medical and life sciences’ 
role in the Aging Platform), the basic health and vitality of the 
industry sector, including the expansion/retention needs of 
individual businesses within a sector, is typically the domain of 
an EDC. 

Á Recruitment and attraction efforts, with active leads 
coordinated with local chambers 

Á International and national market development, including 
trade missions with state and regional partners 

Capacity Building 

Á Innovation-based entrepreneurial development, including 
development of incubators, Angel capital networks, and 
related training  

Á Development of R&D and commercialization efforts with 
federal agencies, state and regional technology-based 
economic efforts, universities, and nonprofit research centers 

Market Intelligence 

Á In-depth understanding of what businesses in targeted 
industries need in order to remain competitive in their market 
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space and stay in the region. This is done at the cluster and 
individual business level. 

Á Research on economic and market opportunities in strategic 
areas of interest 

Á Development of customized data and information for rapid 
response to expansion and recruitment projects and in support 
of the Partners Council  

Chambers: In regions where there is an EDC and Chambers, the 
Chambers typically provide activities related to: 

Á Small business development efforts, including the coordination 
of efforts among small business development centers, 
outreach and training to small businesses, and economic 
gardening efforts 

Á Participation in expansion and attraction projects, usually in 
cooperation with the EDC 

Á Identification and resolution of regulatory issues 

Á “Buy local” and similar efforts to spur spending within the local 
community 

Á Identification of and advocacy for transportation and 
infrastructure development needs 

Á Image development of the community as a place to do 
business 

Á General business networking 

Other Partners in Sarasota County: Community nonprofits, 
educational institutions, real estate associations, downtown 
associations, and others play a critical role in economic 
development efforts. For each of the economic objectives/ 
strategies listed in this plan, organizations will need to think critically 
about what role they can play (champion, strategic partner, 
investor, supporter, or no role) in the planning and operations of 
various efforts. It will be important that organizations focus their 
attention on the strategies where they can add maximum value. 

Regional Partners: In addition to economic partners in the county, 
a number of other partners in neighboring counties and those that 
represent regional and state interests have a stake in the Sarasota 
County economy. These organizations include Manatee County 
and Charlotte County EDC, the Tampa Bay Partnership, the 
Southwest Florida economic consortium, the Tampa Bay 
Technology Forum, Florida High Tech Corridor, USF Connects, 
University of Central Florida, and others.  

Because Sarasota County is a part of a broader regional 
economy, and business resources, labor markets, and other 
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economic assets cross county boundaries, these organizations 
bring an array of expertise and access that augment the capacity 
of groups within the county. Interviews with many of these 
organizations led to similar responses, summarized in the following 
paragraphs. 

The participation of regional organizations is best when there is a 
specific role or contribution for them. Ongoing participation in 
general planning meetings or community summits are not an 
effective use of their time. Some organizations noted too many 
planning meetings and not enough action in Sarasota County 
projects. 

Organizations in Sarasota County need to take a more proactive 
role in reaching out to regional partners. This is especially true for 
universities where we heard “it’s hard for us to know your needs if 
you are not at the table.” However, there was also a word of 
caution about too many random points of contacts and the need 
to identify one or two primary points of contact for the county. For 
instance, the EDC would be the logical point of contact for 
technology-related organizations and those focusing on the 
development of industry clusters that align with Sarasota County. 

Regional partners are more than willing to participate in efforts 
where they believe there is mutual benefit and where their 
contributions add value to the process. This underscores the 
importance of managing larger efforts at a strategic level where 
regional resources can be effectively leveraged in one or more 
related projects.  

Regional partners can increase their contribution and 
effectiveness to economic efforts in Sarasota County when the 
goals, assets, and desired outcomes of the county’s economic 
strategy are clearly presented to them. Getting the most from 
marketing efforts, recruitment leads, and other economic 
opportunities for Sarasota County will mean that Tampa Bay 
Partnership, High Tech Corridor, Enterprise Florida, and others 
understand the county’s priorities and assets. 

It would be helpful if economic organizations in Sarasota County 
could acquire additional expertise to effectively coordinate with 
regional partners. This is especially true in innovation and research-
based efforts that require experience and understanding of 
commercialization processes, equity capital business models, and 
technology infrastructure.  
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