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Anthony Negbenebor, professor of economics at
Gardner-Webb University’s Godbold School of
Business, first observed the sharp influx of foreign
businesses 15 years ago.
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Charlotte is known as a national banking center, but far fewer
realize it also is a center of international business. Hundreds of
foreign companies, including powerhouses like Michelin, BMW,
Nestle and Bosch Rexroth offer a spectrum of employment
opportunities for business majors. Today, Charlotte boasts more
than 1,000 foreign firms, representing 45 countries, that employ
approximately 66,000 people, according to Charlotte Regional
Business Alliance.

The established and growing presence of international firms in
the area has been touted for years by Anthony Negbenebor,
professor of economics at Gardner-Webb University’s Godbold
School of Business. He says he often points to the city’s strong
international influence when recruiting undergraduate and graduate students for his school, which
has its main campus about 50 miles to the west in Boiling Springs, N.C.

“It is my sales pitch,” says Negbenebor, whose university offers bachelor’s, master’s and doctorate
degrees in international business. “I always tell candidates that within 100 miles of our institution we
are surrounded by hundreds of foreign companies.”
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His statement is supported by the Charlotte Regional Partnership, which reports there are 194
German-owned companies alone operating in or within commuting distance of Charlotte, making
Germany the region’s most largely represented foreign nation. Daimler Trucks North America topped
the list with three locations and around 3,000 employees.

Rounding out the top five are the United Kingdom (104 companies), Japan (91), Canada (90) and
France (60), the Charlotte Regional Partnership reports.

Charlotte’s evolution

Employed by Gardner-Webb for nearly 30 years, Negbenebor first observed the sharp influx of foreign
businesses 15 years ago. The nearly continuously growth since then has been fueled in large part by
Charlotte’s foreign trade zone, strong financial base and nearby presence of Charlotte Douglas
International Airport. The Queen City has evolved into one of the nation’s leading foreign hubs for all
types of business, including those that manufacture everything from luxury cars to computer tablets.

The presence of the Export-Import Bank of the United States in Charlotte also serves as an
international beacon. “The Export-Import Bank is a very attractive operation for foreign trade …
because that is all they deal with,” Negbenebor says, referring to the region’s international firms. “You
and I can dream and talk about foreign trade but without financial backing, there is no foreign trade.”

International interest in Charlotte is not waning either. In the past year, Germany’s KURZ, a worldwide
leader in hot stamping and coating technology, and Yokohama, a subsidiary of Japan’s The Yokohama
Rubber Co. Ltd., both unveiled plans to expand in Mecklenburg County. KURZ will spend more than
$18 million on its new North American headquarters in Huntersville, and hire 90 new employees by
2022. Yokohama is spending $6 million on a new research-and-development facility in Cornelius,
creating more than 50 new jobs.

The presence of the Export-Import Bank, combined with the steady stream of business graduates
emerging from the region’s many universities, continue to attract international investors. And those
companies have proven to be attractive options for those who want to work for a foreign firm but not
necessarily leave the country.

Feeding the supply line

Felice Policastro, director of graduate business programs at Gardner-Webb, says these international
firms present many potential opportunities for his international business and finance students. He says
several of his students are now either interning or working for international companies in the greater
Charlotte area, including BMW and Daimler Trucks North America.

Policastro says nearly 1,000 foreign firms have local operations, because they need access to a well-
educated and well-rounded workforce. The area’s high concentration of respected universities,
including Gardner-Webb, provide a steady flow of trained labor. “Our students have been hired in
positions at different managerial levels, from accounting and marketing to management and financial
positions.”
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Graduates of Gardner-Webb’s international business program have much to offer foreign suitors,
including an understanding of the rules that govern international trade, Negbenebor says. Those
students will leave well-versed in how to handle themselves when dealing with parties who might not
have received a formal education in business.

“You might be dealing with folks outside of the United States that learned their business skills on the
street,” Negbenebor says. “They are out there to outfox you. So if you haven’t done the research of the
market you are about to penetrate, you could end up losing a whole lot of money in that market.”

He adds that some program graduates are now working for American Express, while a former student
from Brazil went to work for Volkswagen do Brasil Ltda., a subsidiary of Volkswagen Group, after
returning to her native country. Other former students, including those earning their international
master of business administration (IMBA), possess the necessary skills to find success in the finance,
trade, administration and import/export departments of foreign firms, notes Negbenebor.

Another incentive for graduates is that foreign-owned companies tend to pay their employees higher
salaries. Those working for international firms earn $77,000 a year on average, while their American
counterparts make $60,000, according to Brookings Institution.

Continued demand for workers and higher salaries will make Charlotte an attractive option for
business students who want to work for international firms, as well as professionals interested in
growing their expertise. “We are continuously collecting, analyzing and making curricular changes
that are aligned with market demands,” says Policastro.

Learn more about Gardner-Webb’s international master of business administration degree.

Gardner-Webb University has steadily grown its academic programs, student body, physical campus,
online offerings, and community relationships to become a nationally-recognized leader in Christian
higher education. It is located in Boiling Springs, North Carolina.
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