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1 Executive Summary

The South Dakota trust industry plays an important role in the state’s economy. Official employment data
from the Quarterly Census of Employment and Wages indicates that the trust industry supports a modest
number of jobs in the state, but the industry exemplifies South Dakota highly productive and high-paying
financial sector. The trust industry is one of several industry clusters that have developed in South Dakota
owing to the state’s favorable legal framework, flexible regulatory environment, and sophisticated trust
laws. The trust industry is one of the highest paying industries in the financial sector with average annual
compensation of $142,144 compared to $85,722 for the financial sector as a whole.

Administrative records from the SD Division of Banking provided evidence, however, that official QCEW
data under-reported the trust industry’s presence and economic impact. Classification inconsistencies, in-
complete reporting practices, or the inherently private nature of trust companies may all contribute to the
underreporting, but no one cause could be identified. Regardless of the factors causing official sources to
inaccurately reflect the industry, these challenges underline the need for a thorough, detailed, and more
accurate evaluation of the trust industry’s impact on South Dakota.

SDTA Industry Survey

In response to these data challenges, the South Dakota Trust Association (SDTA) contracted with the Da-
kota Institute to produce a comprehensive economic impact report. One component of the impact report
was an industry survey aimed at capturing detailed information regarding employment trends, operational
practices, and philanthropic activities of trust firms that are not available from any other source. Conducted
from November 2024 through February 2025, the survey targeted public trust companies, bank trust
departments, and private trust companies.

e The majority of surveyed firms include public trust companies (67%), followed by bank trust de-
partments (19%), and private trust companies (14%). Most firms had operated in South Dakota
for fewer than twenty years, but several had operated for many decades. The average number of
years operating in the state was 21.5 years.

e Firms were less willing to share their financial data regarding operating expenses, revenues, and
assets than they were about employment levels. Comparing survey findings with administrative
data from the South Dakota Division of Banking showed that the survey was able to capture
roughly 65% of all employment within trust companies and bank trust departments, but only 30%
of trust assets in the state.

® Most firms responding to the survey were relatively small in terms of their overall employment and
74% had between O and 9 employees. The average firm responding to the survey employed nine
people.

e The average annual compensation rate for firms in the survey was $174,839. The average com-
pensation rate was $32,695 (23%) higher than reported by QCEW data. This was likely a result
of wage growth between 2023 and 2024 and the mix of firms responding to the survey.

e Employment trends over the past two years indicate recent employment growth within the indus-
try, primarily driven by larger firms that expanded their workforces. A number of smaller firms also
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reported making hires in the past two years as well. No firms reported decreases in their staffing
over the last two years.

e While South Dakota offers some flexibility regarding the year-round residency of trustees, board
members, and other trust professionals, all registered South Dakota trustees maintain a meaning-
ful physical presence within the state. Trust companies clearly recognize the importance of estab-
lishing operations in South Dakota, and the survey results suggest that out-of-state administrators
play only a limited role in the day-to-day oversight of trusts. Although response rates to specific
questions on administrator location were somewhat lower than others, the broader pattern indi-
cates a strong and consistent in-state presence across the industry.

Economic Impact of the Trust Industry

Dakota Institute used data gathered from the industry survey and the South Dakota Division of Banking to
construct a comprehensive economic impact model to estimate the industry’s statewide impact. Using the
industry-leading REMI Pl+ economic impact model, we estimated the industry’s impact on employment,
personal income, GDP contributions, and overall economic output across multiple sectors. The impact
model also enabled an assessment of the broader direct, indirect, and induced economic impacts of the
trust industry.

e Trust companies and bank trust departments employed 513 people during 2024, according to
the latest data from the South Dakota Division of Banking, but the industry supports another 732
jobs across many industries. In total, the trust industry supports 1,266 jobs annually across South
Dakota.

e The largest component of the trust industry’s monetary impact comes from the personal income
(i.e. wages and benefits) paid to workers in the industry. The trust industry directly contributes
$91.4 million to personal income in the state and supports another $55.9 million in personal in-
come through its indirect and induced impacts. The industry contributes a total of $147.3 million
every year to personal income in South Dakota.

e Gross Domestic Product (GDP) measures the value of all final goods and services. Intermediate
goods are not included to avoid double-counting. The trust industry directly contributes $86.4
million to state GDP and supports another $64.6 million in GDP generated by other industries
through its indirect and induced impacts. In total, the trust industry contributes $151 million to
South Dakota’s GDP annually.

e Total output includes both final and intermediate goods, capturing the full value of all economic
transactions. Total output is always larger than GDP and provides a broader view of overall eco-
nomic activity. The trust industry directly contributes $190.8 million total output in South Dakota
and supports another $119.8 million in total output generated by other industries through its in-
direct and induced impacts. The industry contributes a total of $310.6 million every year to total
output in South Dakota.

e Beyond direct economic contributions, the trust industry significantly impacts various other sec-
tors, including retail, food services, real estate, professional services, healthcare, and government
operations, highlighting its critical role in the broader economic ecosystem of the state.
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