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Bench Strength: Federal, State, and
Local Export Resources
The Team You Didn’t Know You Have
Making the decision to start exporting your products or services globally is likely something you’ve
thought about and perhaps something that’s been suggested by your business team. You’ve heard the
cautionary tales about exporting, and you also realize that selling internationally can represent a huge
growth opportunity (To learn more, download our guide, “Myths and Opportunities for Middle Market
Exporters”).
Moving from vision to execution and getting your export program up and running is an undertaking. You
and your team bring expertise and energy to the challenge, but it is important to know that you’re not
alone. There are a wide array of resources available to support your efforts.
Two reactions are common from companies that have begun exporting: “We had no idea so many
resources were available!” and “I wish I’d known about that program when I started!”
This guide can help you navigate the array of programs and resources that are available to you and your
company. While not an exhaustive list, this guide is designed to help you understand the variety and
scope of support available.
First we’ll highlight agencies and programs, and then get into more detail to help show how they may
fit into your plans. As you read, keep in mind that across agencies, state programs, and even trade
associations and chambers of commerce, the specific offerings and contact points vary. A nearby U.S.
Export Assistance Center (USEAC) of the Department of Commerce (DoC) is a great starting point, but
be sure to ask questions and do your research to learn about programs specific to your industry and
locale.
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Who’s Helping and Why
The many, many resources for exporting businesses.
If you’re like many middle market companies, you’re accustomed to getting things done with your own
team. And you’re good at it. So you may not instinctively look outside of your company when you start
exporting. However, there are important details inexperienced exporters may not be aware of that can
impact their exporting success.
resources for middle market companies generally fall into the following categories:
Federal government agencies
State government agencies
Trade associations
Other resources
The resources are vast and can be confusing to navigate. That’s where this guide can help.
what’s in it for them?
Most of these resources are provided to companies at nominal, or often no cost.
Why? Successful companies create jobs, strengthen the economy and contribute to vibrant communities.
While their motivation may be commercial (trade associations) or public policy related (federal and state
agencies), their ultimate goal is your success.
The bottom line is there are resources available to help you grow through exports, consistently and
profitably.
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Federal and State Agencies
federal
As you can imagine, the federal government resources represent many acronyms and agencies. Many
fall under the Department of Commerce’s International Trade Administration (ITA), which oversees
the international trade issues that fall under the responsibility of the Department of Commerce. This
includes negotiating trade agreements, intervening to address trade barriers and advocating with
foreign governments on behalf of U.S. companies. Two divisions of the ITA are particularly important
to U.S. exporters. They are the U.S. Export Assistance Center (USEACs) offices, which are domestic
branch offices in most major U.S. cities that assist directly with export advice. Generally a single point of
contact from the USEAC also helps coordinate the services provided by another division, the U.S. Foreign
Commercial Service (USFCS), which provides on-the-ground market development services in many
countries around the world.
Under the National Export Initiative (NEI/NEINext), an Export Promotion Cabinet was created to help
bolster the various export support programs. In addition to the Secretary of Commerce, participants
include Secretaries of State, Treasury, Agriculture, Labor, Energy and Transportation. Also included are
the Director of the Office of Management and Budget (OMB), U.S. Trade Representative (USTR), National
Security Advisor (NSA), Chair of Council of Economic Advisors (CEA), President of the Export-Import
Bank of the United States (EXIM), Administrator of the Small Business Administration (SBA), President
of the Overseas Private Investment Corporation (OPIC) and Director of the U.S. Trade and Development
Agency (USTDA).
Collectively that’s an enormous aggregation of resources. Some have peripheral interest in exporting,
some from a policy perspective and some provide support programs. While there are many resources to
help you, they’re sometimes difficult to identify. We’ll dig into specifics later in this guide.
state
Most individual states also have exporting programs, although they vary in emphasis and scope of
resources. In many cases these programs are part of overall economic development initiatives at the
state level, and often the export assistance is an element of a larger international effort.
There is not one central resource to find out about exporting programs in different states – they all vary
in services, their names and where they can be found. Often they are part of an economic development
agency, but that’s not always the case. A quick Internet search will point you in the right direction though.
Try searching a combination of “[state name] export support services.” Here are a few examples of statebased programs and where they can be found:
•
•

•
•
•

The National Governors’ Association (NGA) has a standing Trade and Export Promotion committee.
Virginia’s program, Export Virginia, provides a wide range of services including extensive market
research, trade missions, industry specific support and even a two year business accelerator
program.
Arizona’s Commerce Authority provides export counseling and facilitates trade missions.
Export Montana is part of the state Office of Trade and International Relations and helps Montanans
compete at home and around the globe.
Global Ohio falls under the Development Services Agency and provides exporting resources and
trade missions for companies looking to export.

And recently 48 of 50 states received several rounds of federal grant funding for disbursement to local
companies under the State Trade & Export Promotion (STEP) program.
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Trade Associations and More
trade associations
Governed by their members, trade associations’ priorities reflect the concerns of member companies
and provide support specifically tailored to the industry, countries and member requirements. Not all
trade associations focus on exporting, but many do. The National Association of Manufacturers (NAM),
for instance, has a focus on exporting and participates in the New Market Export Initiative (NMEI).
Other associations will coordinate trade missions, foreign buyer delegations, foreign trade show
pavilions, provide proprietary and industry specific market research, and even in some cases manage
and subsidize permanent “in country” infrastructures. PMMI, the trade association for packaging and
processing technologies, for instance, offers members extensive market research and facilitates member
participation in numerous international trade shows across Europe, Asia, Latin America and Africa. The
organization also developed a program in China to provide dedicated local sales and service people at
nominal charge to members.
While each association is independent, it’s possible that yours offers, or would like to offer, a range of
support − so we encourage you to reach out as you plan your program.
other resources
Chambers of Commerce, both domestically and abroad, often promote exports and sometimes provide
specific resources. These Chambers have a specific geographic focus (whether they are businesses
clustered in a U.S. city, or one of the international ‘AmChams’). That often translates into an opportunity
to share “lessons learned” among businesses with shared attributes, as well as very specialized local
advice and introductions in-country. A number of other programs provide assistance, such as the
globalEDGE program of Michigan State’s Broad College of Business and Google’s suite of global tools.
Export support programs of other countries (like the UK Office of Trade & Investment) offer resources
specifically tailored to their residents, but also provide information on topics and target geographies that
can be helpful to U.S. exporters as well.
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Additional Resources for Specific
Categories of Companies
There are also resources earmarked to assist specific categories of companies.
The Small Business Administration (SBA) provides commercial counseling and financing through various
programs. But don’t be deterred by the name. Many middle market companies (defined by common
commercial standards as $10 million to $1 billion) actually qualify for U.S. small business1 focused
programs (depending on NAICS code, even up to $38.5M/1,500 employees).
The Minority Business Development Agency (MBDA) provides advisory services tailored to the needs of
minority-owned companies, which statistically generate exceptional export revenue results.
The Export Now initiative of Women Impacting Public Policy (WIPP) and markets access awareness efforts
by the National Women’s Business Council are examples of programs that support export efforts by
women-owned companies.
The SBA’s Office of Veteran’s Business Development provides veteran-owned companies with specific
services, including export assistance, and the International Trade Association’s (ITA) Vets Go Global
program was recently launched to foster global growth among veteran-owned businesses.
The support isn’t just for individual companies. The ITA’s Market Development Cooperator Program
(MDCP) provides grants to support export promotion programs run by trade associations and nonprofits.
Some industries have vast export support infrastructure specifically tailored to unique requirements:
•
•

•

Various agricultural specialties have sophisticated marketing, outreach and regulatory assistance
through the U.S. Department of Agriculture (USDA) Foreign Ag program.
Aerospace, defense and security contractors often participate in government sponsored pavilions at
foreign trade shows and secure orders through U.S. government contracts under the Foreign Military
Sales (FMS) program.
Frequently the U.S. and Foreign Commercial Service (USFCS) and state governments organize
industry-specific trade missions to countries or regions with particular potential.

This list includes just a few examples of the available resources. To learn more, contact your federal and
state organizations, trade associations, and reach out to peers who export.

1 https://www.sba.gov/content/small-business-size-standards
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Where to Turn for What
Now let’s get a bit more specific.
Most resources fit into categories, and knowing what’s available at each stage of your export journey can
be very useful.
generally, resources can be grouped into the following buckets:
Help upfront − planning, coordination, general advice
On the ground − local execution, introductions, specific advice
Financial − grants, loans, guarantees, credits
Where to turn for:

Help Upfront
Where to go first? Which geographies have the most potential? The lowest barriers? How will you ship
your product or deliver your service? What can you do to ensure payment?
All important, common questions companies ask when they consider exporting. And since many
companies start exporting by following an existing customer, these questions are just as common as
companies think about entering their second or third international markets.
Early research is important even if your customers find you. You’ll want to gauge opportunity size and
understand competitive pressures, cultural factors, potential barriers and the pricing environment of
potential markets.
Many of the resources mentioned above can help with market research. Whether you want basic
guidance and someone to sit with you and discuss the early planning steps; or want help identifying
the “next” market that closely matches one where you’ve had early success; or need specific technical
assistance regarding a specialized topic, you’ll find many of the resources offer assistance, and often
have overlapping capability.
So while you may work more frequently with one group, connect with several export resources. You
may uncover support you weren’t aware existed. Your primary contact can be a great asset, and
depending on the extent of support you seek, some programs are built on an extended curriculum/
engagement with ongoing mentoring.
You may also need referrals for specialty services, seminars and training for your staff, introductions to
experienced exporters, or a single point of contact to help coordinate local activity. These are the types
of areas where local resources may provide assistance.
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Where to turn for:

On the Ground Support
Shaking hands and doing deals. All the homework is important, but the deals get done and the
relationships get built on the ground. And that’s often the most daunting challenge. How do you navigate
a foreign market? Your questions may range from the high level (finding the right partner) through the
details (managing the language and maneuvering crowded streets).
The USFCS has offices in U.S. Embassies and Consulates in many major cities and nearly every country
around the world. Managed by career foreign service officers and staffed by locals with expertise in
various industries who have extensive connections, these local offices provide services such as:
•

•

•

•

The Gold Key Matching Service − A series of scheduled meetings on the ground with pre-vetted
prospects. Interpreters, transportation and meeting space can typically be arranged as required, and
U.S. Department of Commerce employees will often accompany you for meetings. They also offer a
longer-term Platinum Key Service program for extensive work in multiple countries/regions.
International Partner Search − Trying to find a strong channel partner? The local offices of the
USFCS can help. If you think you’ve found a good partner on your own but want some reassurance,
contact them for local due diligence reports.
Single Company Promotion − Imagine having the U.S. Ambassador or Consul personally invite your
top 100 influential prospects in a market to an event. After helping you identify the prospects and
inviting them, you would help co-host a thought leadership or social event for the prospects to learn
about your company.
Advocacy − Companies selling directly to foreign governments, or encountering trade barriers, can
turn to the U.S. government for diplomatic assistance. In most cases companies will rely on the
Department of Commerce to coordinate, but Departments of State and Defense are also involved in
advocacy efforts.

To simplify access and coordination of these resources, a single point of contact in your nearby USEAC
will typically serve as your liaison.
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Where to turn for:

Finance: Payment Risk, Working
Capital, Grants and Subsidies
Payment risk is probably near the top of your list of concerns about exporting. That’s understandable,
but it’s not the only financial consideration. As companies expand their export business they often
uncover additional finance requirements, including buyer requirements for purchase financing. The best
part? Some of the agencies will pay you to export! Various grants are available to defray the costs of
global expansion. Although these are generally small from a typical middle market company perspective,
they can help with trade shows, translation and market research.
mitigating risk
OPIC provides political risk insurance for certain types of overseas investments. Companies that have
international operations or assets may qualify for government-backed insurance against losses (e.g.
nationalization or unrest) that their normal business insurance may not cover.
There’s another buyer hurdle that sometimes crops up − foreign buyers may require performance bonds.
Generally these can be satisfied using the working capital financing described below.
working capital
Exports can create revenue growth. Diversification, increased resilience, stability and higher wages for
employees and other benefits are also appealing − but the basic business case is increased revenue.
Companies may find that significant export success can outpace their existing working capital financing.
Sometimes that’s easily addressed with adjustments to existing credit facilities but sometimes access
to working capital to fulfill an order makes the difference in whether a company can accept an order. The
SBA, for example, offers working capital programs.
grants, discounts and subsidies
Free money may not sway your decision one way or the other, but it can provide an advantage. Most of
the federal and state programs deliver services at no or very low cost. Others provide discounts, in some
cases depending on company size.
STEP grants are administered by state agencies (disbursing SBA funds) and the specific criteria vary by
state. Typically awards are $2,000−10,000.
There are even funds earmarked to help companies grow exports in response to the business impact
of import competition. The Trade Adjustment Assistance for Firms (TAA) program of Department of
Commerce’s Economic Development Agency assists companies that have lost business due to imports
(either directly or indirectly – if their domestic customer buys less as a result of import competition),
with matching grants of up to $75,000. Companies often use these funds for consulting and marketing
services to help grow export sales.
Finally, don’t forget that there are export-specific savings to be had as well.
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Working Hard, But Not Alone
Your company may stand to gain enormously from increasing export sales. Like any business initiative it
will take work; there will be lessons learned; and you’ll have periods of frustration.
But you can be confident you’ve got companions for your journey − people who are experienced in
helping others achieve export success. Some will be evaluated in their own work based on what they
help you achieve, and therefore personally vested in your success. Others will work with an eye toward
larger, policy-related objectives. But all, as representatives of the many export support programs, share a
common goal: helping companies prosper including through growth in exports.
That puts middle market companies in an incredibly strong position, with significant revenue and stable
operations to invest in global growth initiatives. Tap into your bench strength as you start or continue
your exporting journey.
there’s an enormous team out there waiting to help.

join the exporting conversation on linkedin
https://www.linkedin.com/company/american-express-global-corporate-payments
find smart growth resources at
https://business.americanexpress.com/us/business-trends-and-insights/growing-smart
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Grow Global
American Express Grow Global provides resources for U.S. middle market
companies to help assess the risks and rewards at several stages of their
exporting journey.
While middle market firms represent less than one percent of American companies, they create 21% of
revenue and 28% of employment in aggregate, and have created more than 90% of the net-new jobs in the
U.S. since the 2008-09 recession.2
These outsized contributions are largely based on a U.S.-centric business strategy. Imagine the potential
growth and economic impact of the middle market segment with an increased emphasis on global sales.
The Grow Global Insight Series was created to help get middle market businesses on the path to
expanding business internationally and boosting profits. For more about American Express Grow Global,
please visit www.americanexpressgrowglobal.com.

2 Middle

Market Power Index, available at http://amex.co/1PlhL3v
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Glossary
AmChams: American Chambers (non-profit, non-partisan business organizations) based in international
locations − to learn more, visit www.uschamber.com/amcham-directory
Department of Commerce’s International Trade Administration (ITA): Strengthens the
competitiveness of U.S. industry, promotes trade and investment, and ensures fair trade through the
rigorous enforcement of U.S. trade laws and agreements3
National Export Initiative (NEI/NEINext): An Export Promotion Cabinet created to help bolster the
various export support programs
New Market Export Initiative (NMEI): A broad federal strategy drawing on Strategic Partners of the ITA
to increase American exports as part of the National Export Initiative4
Overseas Private Investment Corporation (OPIC): OPIC provides financial products such as loans
and guaranties, political risk insurance, and support for investment funds, all of which help American
businesses expand into emerging markets5
PMMI: The trade association for packaging and processing technologies
State Trade & Export Promotion (STEP) program: Three-year pilot trade and export initiative for eligible
businesses to enter and succeed in the international marketplace by accessing grants administered
through state-based agencies
Trade Adjustment Assistance for Firms (TAA) program: A program through the Department of
Commerce’s Economic Development Agency, which assists companies that have lost business due to
imports
U.S. Export Assistance Center (USEAC): Local resource center to assist U.S. exporters in leveraging the
full range of support available through the U.S. Department of Commerce
U.S. Foreign Commercial Service (USFCS): Foreign Offices of the trade promotion arm of the U.S.
Department of Commerce

3 http://www.trade.gov/about.asp
4 http://www.trade.gov/nei/new-market-exporter-initiative.asp
5 https://www.opic.gov/
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The materials contained in this published material are provided for general informational purposes only
and do not constitute legal or other professional advice on any subject matter. American Express does
not accept any responsibility for any loss which may arise from reliance on information contained on this
site. American Express does not endorse the published material or warrant or guarantee its accuracy.
The statements and opinions by participants are those of the participants and not those of American
Express. References to commercial manufacturers, vendors, products, or services that may appear do not
constitute endorsements by American Express.
The contents of this published material are protected by copyright and the reproduction, republication,
distribution, and/or retransmission of the contents of this site is prohibited without the prior written
consent of American Express. Written consent can be requested at: melissa.j.banas@aexp.com.
Third-party information, including URLs to websites operated and maintained by third parties, may
be provided. American Express includes these solely as a convenience to you, and does not imply a
responsibility for the third-party information or the linked website or an endorsement of the linked site, its
operator, or its contents.
This contents of this published material are provided “AS IS” without warranty of any kind, either express
or implied, including, but not limited to, the implied warranties of merchantability, fitness for a particular
purpose, or non-infringement.
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