
2026 SMALL BUSINESS
ADVOCACY SURVEY

K E Y  F I N D I N G S  &  D A T A  H I G H L I G H T S

116 Qualified Responses  ·  Charleston, Dorchester & Berkeley Counties, SC  ·  Lowcountry Local First



THANK YOU TO OUR PARTNERS

2026 Local Economic Ambassador Members

2026 Advocacy & Abundance Committee Members



SECTION 1: WHO RESPONDED

Business demographics, industry breakdown & geographic distribution



WHO RESPONDED: BUSINESS DEMOGRAPHICS

116 Qualified Local Business Owners  ·  Tri-County Region of South Carolina
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SECTION 2: REVENUE & EMPLOYMENT

Financial performance in 2025, early 2026 outlook, and workforce changes



REVENUE & FINANCIAL PERFORMANCE

2025 performance and early 2026 outlook
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EMPLOYMENT TRENDS

Staff changes over the past 6 months and anticipated next 6 months
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SECTION 3: COSTS & CHALLENGES

Top business challenges, expense pain points, and the impact of rising costs



TOP CHALLENGES FACING TRI-COUNTY SMALL BUSINESSES

Select up to 2 most significant  ·  n=116
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TOP BUSINESS EXPENSE PAIN POINTS

Select top 3 most painful expense categories  ·  n=116
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YEAR-OVER-YEAR COST TRENDS

Did these costs increase, stay the same, or decrease in the past 12 months?
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HOW RISING COSTS ARE IMPACTING BUSINESSES

Actions taken or impacts experienced  ·  Select all that apply  ·  n=116
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SECTION 4: CAPITAL ACCESS & TRADE POLICY

Funding difficulty, tariff exposure, and business responses to trade uncertainty



ACCESS TO CAPITAL & TARIFF EXPOSURE

Funding difficulty and trade policy impact on local businesses
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HOW BUSINESSES ARE RESPONDING TO TARIFFS

Actions taken due to tariff impacts  ·  Select all that apply  ·  n=109 applicable
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SECTION 5: WORKFORCE & TECHNOLOGY

Employee retention barriers, health benefits, and AI adoption trends



ARTIFICIAL INTELLIGENCE ADOPTION

Are you currently using AI tools in your business operations?  ·  n=109
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WORKFORCE & TALENT RETENTION BARRIERS

What factors make it hardest to attract and retain employees?  ·  Select all that apply  ·  n=116
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EMPLOYEE HEALTH BENEFITS OFFERING

Do you currently offer health insurance or benefits to employees?  ·  n=109
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SECTION 6: REGULATORY & COMMERCIAL SPACE

Lease situations, regulatory friction, and resources businesses need



COMMERCIAL LEASING & REGULATORY BURDEN

Lease situations, regulatory friction, and resources businesses need
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SECTION 7: BUSINESS CLIMATE & ADVOCACY

Local climate ratings by city, unfair competition, and what businesses are asking for



LOCAL BUSINESS CLIMATE RATINGS

Overall rating of local municipal business climate & mean score by city  ·  n=109
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UNFAIR COMPETITION PRACTICES EXPERIENCED

Select all that apply  ·  n=116
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WHAT HELP DO BUSINESSES NEED? — OPEN-ENDED THEMES

68 respondents answered: what is one specific thing local govt or advocacy could do to help?
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THANK YOU

Lowcountry Local First

For questions about this survey or advocacy support,

contact Lowcountry Local First.

lowcountrylocalfirst.org
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