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2 CWERB Export Survey of the Centergy Region

The major conclusions drawn from the survey of 
the	exporting	activity	of	business	firms	located	in	
the Centergy Region are as follows.

The	low	participation	rate	of	firms	in	north	
central Wisconsin was comparable to that found 
in	the	Minnesota	Trade	Office	(MTO)	study	
of Minneapolis-Saint Paul region’s non-urban 
counties.	The	degree	of	firm	interest	in	exporting	
activity in north central Wisconsin is a function 
of	the	small	size	of	the	typical	firm	found	in	the	
region and a function of the types of businesses 
found in a rural economy.

Business	firms	in	our	region	tend	to	be	small	
and, in the words of a survey participant, are 
“oriented to meeting local demand.”  The Small 
Business Administration states in its Wisconsin 
Small	Business	Profile,	February	2013	that,	
“most Wisconsin Businesses are very small, as 75 
percent of all businesses have no employees and 
most employers have fewer than 20 employees”.

This	does	not	mean	that	there	are	no	firms	that	
export	in	the	region.	The	survey	results	do	find	
that	the	percentage	of	firms	having	an	interest	
in exporting to a foreign destination is relatively 
low when compared to export participation on 
the national level.

The	firms	who	did	respond	to	the	survey	want	
government programs to help them increase 
exporting activity. The types of assistance 
are detailed in the report. However, the low 
concentration	of	such	firms	brings	into	question	
the strategy of offering export assistance 
programs to the general business community. In 
other words, providers and facilitators of export 
services may be more successful if they identify 
specific	firms	that	are	interested	in	exporting	and	
then, tailor their assistance to the needs of those 
firms.

The detailed export activity statistics provided 
in this reportdo indicate as to which industry 
classifications	are	most	likely	to	contain	firms	
interested in exporting. While it is beyond 
the scope of this study, the data contained in 
this	report	can	help	identify	those	firms	that	
could	potentially	benefit	from	export	assistance	
programs.

Major exporting sectors in the Centergy Region 
in 2010 include: Machinery at $350 million (981 
direct export jobs), Paper at $253 million (562 
jobs), Agriculture Products at $125 million (554 
jobs), Business Services at $112 million (455), 
Transportation	Equipment	at	$105	million	(174	
jobs), and Food at $98 million (146 jobs). 

There were an estimated 5,906 direct export jobs 
in the Centergy Region in 2010. Accoding to the 
U.S. Bureau of Labor Statics (BLS), there were 
153,206 nonfarm jobs in the Centergy Region in 
2010, and the percentage of regional jobs directly 
tied to exporting was 3.8%. This was only slightly 
less than Wisconsin’s mark of 3.9%.

Each county in the Centergy Region (Adams, 
Lincoln, Marathon, Portage, and Wood) has 
a	unique	economy	and	exporting	structure.	
Marathon has the largest percentage of its total 
employment engaged in exporting activity (4.3%) 
and Wood the small percentage (3.2%).

Lastly, some of the most prominent exporting 
sectors	in	the	five	counties	have	experienced	low	
annualized growth rates in exporting activity 
over the 2003-10 time period. The Paper industry 
which is very important in terms of exporting 
activity has experienced low growth and faces 
stiff international competition. This situation 
creates a special challenge for organizations 
wanting to increase exporting activity in the 
region. In contrast, over the same time period, 
the Machinery industry has experienced strong 
growth and has much promise in terms of future 
exporting activity.

Executive Summary
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 The Central Wisconsin Economic Research 
Bureau (CWERB) at the University of Wisconsin-
Stevens Point (UWSP) was contracted by 
Centergy Inc. to conduct a study on the exporting 
activities in Adams, Lincoln, Marathon, Portage 
and Wood counties. This geographic area will be 
referred to as the Centergy Region. Funding for 
the study came from Centergy Inc., through the 
Wisconsin Economic Development Corporation.

The purpose of the research was to ascertain the 
level of exporting activity in the Centergy Region 
and to determine the barriers that are preventing 
local	firms	from	exporting	to	other	countries.	
First, an internet based survey was used to collect 
data. This survey was modeled after one used 
by the Brookings Institution Metropolitan Policy 
Program	and	the	Minnesota	Trade	Office	(MTO)	
to survey of the Minneapolis-Saint Paul Metro 
Area. Second, the Centergy Region detailed 
industry data was generated from the Brookings 
Institution’s Export Nation 2012 database. The 
resulting statistics provide additional insight into 
exporting activity within the Centergy Region.

The software used to construct the Centergy 
Region Export Survey and to record the results 
came from SelectSurvey.net. The company data 
came from Infogroup.com. The survey was sent 
electronically	to	2,470	firms	in	the	region.	

There	were	102	firms	that	responded	to	the	
survey. Of these returned surveys, 40 were 
completed, and 62 were partially completed. 
The overall response rate for the survey was 
4.1%. In addition, 49 surveys came back empty. 
In comparison, the response rate for the MTO 
survey of Minneapolis-Saint Paul region was 10 
percent.

The number of responses in the CWERB study 
was comparable to the MTO survey of the non-
urban counties in the Minneapolis region. For 
example, Washington, Carver, Scott, Chisago, 
Sherburne, and Wright counties had a total of 21 
responses, an average of just 3.5 per county. The 
urban counties of Hennepin, Dakota, Ramsey, 
Anoka, accounted for 157 of the MTO responses.

The Centergy Region is a mostly rural area and 
has no major metropolitan like the Minneapolis-
Saint Paul area, and therefore, it is not surprising 
that the degree of participation in the CWERB 
study would most closely resemble that of the 
non-urban part of the MTO project.

CWERB Export Report 2014
Project Background
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Centergy Region Export Survey Results

Figure 1 shows that 45% (24) of the survey responses came from Marathon County. Portage and 
Wood each contributed 23% (12) while Adams and Lincoln counties each accounted for 4% (2) of the 
total. The remaining 2% of responses came from outside the region.

The number of responses from each county roughly mirrors the relative size of their respective 
total employment levels. The Bureau of Labor Statistics’ nonfarm employment levels in 2010 for the 
Centergy Region and the individual counties were as follows: Adams 4,586 (3%), Lincoln 10,528 (7%), 
Marathon 64,645 (42%), Portage 31,695 (21%), and Wood 41,752 (27%).
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For	Figure	2,	the	firms	were	asked	how	many	employees	they	had	at	their	Wisconsin	location.	Only	
4	firms	reported	having	more	than	100	employees.	In	addition,	49	firms	reported	they	employed	
less	than	100	workers.	Of	these	100	firms,	37	reported	employing	25	or	fewer	workers.	This	sample	
reflects	the	fact	that	firms	in	the	north	central	part	of	the	state	tend	to	fall	into	the	very	small	business	
category.	For	comparison	purposes,	the	federal	government’s	definition	of	a	small	business	is	a	firm	
that employs less than 500 persons.
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6 CWERB Export Survey of the Centergy Region

The	survey	asked	firms	to	describe	their	exporting	activity.	Figure	3	shows	that	42	firms	(79%)	of	the	
respondents	do	not	export.	Further,	12	firms	(23%)	said	they	exported	goods	and/	or	services.	In	
addition	to	these,	nearly	50	firms	skipped	this	question.	The	data	suggests	that	the	vast	majority	of	
firms	in	north	central	Wisconsin	are	not	focused	on	exporting	activity.
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The	survey	also	asked	the	question,	“Does	your	company	export	a	final	product	that	it	produces	
(not	just	a	distributor	of	an	intermediate	product)?”	In	Figure	4,	only	6	firms	stated	that	they	were	
exporters	of	a	final	product.	More	telling,	93	firms	elected	to	skip	this	question.

The	survey	also	asked	the	question,	“Does	your	company	export	a	final	product	that	it	produces	
(not	just	a	distributor	of	an	intermediate	product)?”	In	Figure	4,	only	6	firms	stated	that	they	were	
exporters	of	a	final	product.	More	telling,	93	firms	elected	to	skip	this	question.

Export Survey Report [jed].indd   7 5/15/14   3:16 PM
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As	Figure	5	shows,	21	firms	(54%)	answered	that	their	product	could	not	be	exported.	Four	firms	
(10%)	stated	that	they	had	enough	state	and	local	business	while	four	other	firms	(10%)	said	they	
were	interested	in	expanding	in	the	United	States.	Three	firms	(8%)	did	not	know	what	to	export.	
Nine	firms	(23%)	listed	some	other	reason.	Some	firms,	for	example,	cited	that	their	license	was	only	
for Wisconsin, that the freshness of their product would not allow for exporting.

The	nations	or	locales	that	were	most	often	mentioned	as	being	top	exporting	markets	for	firms	in	our	
region	were:	Canada,	France,	Europe,	and	Ireland.	It	should	be	noted	that	only	6	firms	responded	to	
the	question.	In	addition,	96	firms,	for	whatever	reason,	skipped	the	question.

Export Survey Report [jed].indd   8 5/15/14   3:16 PM



CWERB Export Survey of the Centergy Region 9

Figure	6	gives	the	results	for	the	question,	“What	is	the	main	reason	that	your	company	exports	to	
these	areas?”	Direct	sales	opportunities	were	listed	by	5	firms	(62%);	foreign	company	or	contact	
selected	my	company,	2	firms	(25%);	prior	relationship,	2	firms	(25%),	established	partnership	with	
foreign	company	in	these	markets,	2	firms	(25%),	proximity	to	the	U.S.,	1	firms	(12%),	and	similar	
business	climate	as	the	U.S.,	1	firm,	(25%).
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Eight	firms	responded	to	the	question	that	asked	them	to	specify	their	exporting	industry.	Figure	
7 shows the industries as: Agricultural Production Crops, Forestry, Fishing, Heavy Construction, 
Rubber and Miscellaneous Plastic Products, Fabricated Metals, Miscellaneous Manufacturing, and 
Miscellaneous	Retail.	Ninety-four	firms	skipped	the	question.
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Figure	8	presents	the	responses	for	the	question,	“What	was	the	value	of	your	exports	in	2012?”	Two	
firms	(33%)	indicated	their	exports	were	between	$50,001	and	$100,000.	An	additional	2	firms	(33%)	
said	they	exported	between	$100,001	and	$250,000.	One	firm	(17%)	indicated	that	it	exported	between	
$1,000,000	and	$10,000,000.	Nearly	100	firms	skipped	this	question.
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Figure	9	presents	the	responses	for	the	question	asking,	“Exports	account	for	what	percentage	of	your	
sales?”	Three	firms	(50%)	indicated	between	0%	and	5%.	One	firm	indicated	that	exports	account	for	
between	6-10%	of	sales.	Two	firms	(33%)	said	exports	accounted	for	between	21-25%	of	sales.	Nearly	
100	firms	skipped	this	question.
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The	question,	“Does	your	firm	have	plans	to	export	in	the	future?”	is	addressed	in	Figure	10.	A	total	
of	5	firms	(12%)	indicated	that	they	planned	to	export	in	the	future.	On	the	other	hand,	31	businesses	
(76%),	said	they	had	no	plans	to	export	in	the	future	and	an	additional	5	firms	or	(12%)	were	not	sure.	
About	60	firms	elected	to	skip	this	question.
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Figure	11	asks	the	question,	“Do	you	plan	on	exporting	in	the	next	four	years?”	There	were	6	firms	
(15%)	that	said	yes	and	28	firms	(68%)	that	said	no	to	the	question.	Seven	firms	(17%)	were	not	sure.	A	
total	of	61	firms	did	not	answer	the	question.
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Figure	12	gives	the	detailed	responses	regarding	to	the	most	significant	challenges	faced	by	their	
company when exporting or when considering a new export market. A myriad of reasons were cited 
by the respondents.

The	items	most	frequently	cited	as	reasons	were	transportation	costs	(19%),	global	sales	contracts	and	
negotiations (17%), global advertising, marketing, and distribution (14%), U.S. export control laws, 
regulatory compliance, licensing, inspections, and tariffs (12%), knowledge of foreign markets (12%), 
foreign government regulations /policies (10%), and language and cultural barriers (10%). A total of 
42	responses	were	collected	for	this	question.
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The CWERB asked the survey group if they had locations outside the U.S. Figure 13 lists the 
responses	for	this	question:	a	total	of	38	firms	said	they	did	not	have	oversea	subsidiaries,	distribution	
centers,	or	sales	offices	etc.,	Only	3	firms	said	yes	to	the	question.	Approximately	firms	60	did	not	
respond	to	the	question.
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The	next	two	questions	asked	if	
the	firm	had	received	any	export	
assistance	from	a	non-profit	
provider	or	from	a	private	for	profit	
provider. Figure 14 and Figure 15 
show	that	firms	in	our	region	have	
not taken advantage of export 
assistance	programs.	Only	one	firm	
in the entire survey responded 
that it had received assistance 
from	a	governmental	or	non-profit	
provider.	Five	firms	said	no,	and	
96	declined	to	answer	the	question.	
This	implies	that	over	100	firms,	in	
one way or another, indicated that 
they had not received assistance.

This	means	that	firms	in	our	area	
have not consulted state level 
agencies focused on trade like 
the	Wisconsin	Trade	Office,	Small	
Business Development Centers, 
government	export	financing	from	
the Export-Import Bank, or from 
private providers.

In	addition	to	the	questions	about	
assistance programs, the CWERB 
asked	firms	if	they	had	received	any	
export	financing.	Not	one	firm	in	
our survey said they received export 
financing	from	the	government.	
As	a	matter	of	fact,	no	firm	even	
applied for such assistance. Further, 
only	1	firm	said	it	had	not	applied	
for funding, and another 101 did 
not	answer	the	question.	Thus,	over	
100	firms	in	one	way	or	another	
indicated they had received no 
government	financing.
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Graph	16	presents	the	results	from	the	survey	question	on	how	could	the	federal/state/local	
government help the company to begin exporting, increase exports, or export to a new market. There 
were	42	responses	to	the	question.	An	examination	of	the	graph	shows	that	firms	are	interested	in	a	
wide variety of services. For example, export training workshops and networking opportunities came 
high	on	the	list	of	areas	in	which	business	firms	want	assistance.	
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Exporting Activity in the State 
and the Centergy Region Counties

Wisconsin

Table 1 presents the exporting activity for the state of Wisconsin. Major exporting sectors in 2010 
include:	Machinery	at	$6.4	billion,	Transportation	Equipment	$2.8	billion,	Chemicals	$2.1	billion,	
Electrical	Equipment	at	$2.1	billion,	Paper	$1.9	billion,	Food	$1.6	billion	and	Agricultural	Products	
$1.6 billion. 

Total exports for Wisconsin totaled $33.2 billion in 2010. From the U.S. Census Survey of Business, 
July, 2011, Wisconsin’s state GDP totaled $248.27 billion. The ratio of state exports to state GDP was 
about 13 percent (WI Exports $33.2 Billion/WI GDP $248.27 billion). Table 1 also shows industry real 
export annual growth rates from 2003-10, the estimated number of direct export jobs by industry in 
the state, and by industry the direct export jobs annualized growth rates from 2003-10. 

From the table, there is an estimated 105,182 direct export jobs in Wisconsin. From the US Bureau 
of Labor Statistics (BLS), there were 2,742,300 total nonfarm jobs in Wisconsin in 2010, and thus the 
percentage of jobs directly tied to exporting is estimated to be 3.9 percent. By comparison, in 2010 the 
United States direct exporting jobs were estimated at 5,542,331 and the BLS estimate for total nonfarm 
employment was 130,745,000. This gives a national direct export jobs to total nonfarm ratio of 4.2 
percent.
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Centergy Region

Table 2 gives data on the exporting activity of the Centergy Region. Major exporting sectors in the 
Centergy Region in 2010 include: Machinery at $350 million, Paper at $254 million, Agriculture 
Products	at	$125	million,	Business	Services	at	$112	million,	Transportation	Equipment	at	$105	
million and Food at $98 million. The table also shows the estimated number of direct export jobs by 
industry in the Centergy Region in 2010. The industry with the largest number of direct export jobs is 
Machinery with 981 jobs.

From the table, there was an estimated 5,906 direct export jobs in the Centergy Region. From the U.S. 
Bureau of Labor Statistics (BLS), there were 153,206 total nonfarm jobs in the Centergy Region in 2010, 
and thus the percentage of jobs directly tied to exporting was estimated to be 3.8 percent.
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Adams County

Table 3 presents detailed exporting activity for Adams County. Major exporting sectors in 2010 
include: Agriculture at $9.7 million (43 direct export jobs), Travel and Tourism at $7.6 million (57 jobs), 
Machinery	at	$2.3	million	(6	jobs),	Paper	at	$1.9	million	(4	jobs),	Transportation	Equipment	at	$2.1	
million (3 jobs), and Business services $2.1 million (9 jobs).

Table 3 also shows industry real export annual growth rates from 2003-10, the estimated number of 
direct export jobs by industry in Adams County, and, by industry, the direct export jobs annualized 
growth rates from 2003-10. The Adams County industry with the largest number of direct export jobs 
is Travel and Tourism with 57 jobs.

From the table, there was an estimated 169 direct export jobs in Adams County. From the U.S. Bureau 
of Labor Statistics (BLS), there were 4,586 total nonfarm jobs in in the county in 2010, and thus the 
percentage of jobs directly tied to exporting was estimated to be 3.9 percent.
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Lincoln County

Table 4 presents detailed exporting activity for Lincoln County. Major exporting sectors in 2010 
include: Paper at $19.5 million (38 direct export jobs), Fabricated Metals at $16.8 million (69 jobs), 
Transportation	Equipment	at	$11.1	million	(17	jobs),	Agricultural	Products	at	$10.4	million	(46	jobs),	
Wood Products at $7.7 million (18 jobs) and Insurance Services at $5.5 million (23 jobs).

Table 4 also shows industry real export annual growth rates from 2003-10, the estimated number of 
direct export jobs by industry in Lincoln County, and, by industry, the direct export jobs annualized 
growth rates from 2003-10. The Lincoln County industry with the largest number of direct export jobs 
is Fabricated Metals with 69 jobs.

From the table, there were an estimated 405 direct export jobs in Adams County. From the U.S. 
Bureau of Labor Statistics (BLS), there were 10,528 total nonfarm jobs in in the county in 2010, and 
thus the percentage of jobs directly tied to exporting was estimated to be 3.8 percent.
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Marathon County

Table 5 presents detailed exporting activity for Marathon County. Major exporting sectors in 2010 
include: Machinery at $264.4 million (725 jobs), Paper at $116.8 million (223 jobs), Transportation 
Equipment	at	$68.8	million	(119	jobs),	Fabricated	Metals	at	$62.6	million	(196	jobs),	Agricultural	
Products at $55.3 million (246 jobs) and Food at $45.9 million (67 jobs).

Table 5 also shows industry real export annual growth rates from 2003-10, the estimated number of 
direct export jobs by industry in Marathon County, and, by industry, the direct export jobs annualized 
growth rates from 2003-10. The Marathon County industry with the largest number of direct export 
jobs was Machinery with 725 jobs.

From the table, there was an estimated 2,791 direct export jobs in Marathon County. From the U.S. 
Bureau of Labor Statistics (BLS), there were 64,645 total nonfarm jobs in in the county in 2010, and 
thus the percentage of jobs directly tied to exporting was estimated to be 4.3 percent. This is the 
highest exporting percentage in the Centergy Region.
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Portage County

Table 6 presents detailed exporting activity for Portage County. Major exporting sectors in 2010 
include: Paper at $38.0 million (72 direct export jobs), Machinery at $37.6 million (108 jobs), Food at 
$33.2 million (54 jobs), Agricultural Products at $26.3 million (117 jobs), Insurance Services at $24.0 
million (102 jobs), and Business Services at $20.2 million (103 jobs).

Table 6 also shows industry real export annual growth rates from 2003-10, the estimated number of 
direct export jobs by industry in Portage County, and, by industry, the direct export jobs annualized 
growth rates from 2003-10. The Portage County industry with the largest number of direct export jobs 
was Travel and Tourism with 128 jobs.

From the table, there is was estimated 1,187 direct export jobs in Marathon County. From the U.S. 
Bureau of Labor Statistics (BLS), there were 31,695 total nonfarm jobs in in the county in 2010, and 
thus the percentage of jobs directly tied to exporting was estimated to be 3.8 percent.
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Wood County

Table 7 presents detailed exporting activity for Wood County. Major exporting sectors in 2010 include: 
Paper at $115.5 million (225 direct export jobs), Business Services at $45.9 million (131 jobs), Freight 
and Port Services at $43.0 million (227 jobs), Machinery at $42.1 million (133 jobs), Food at $16.4 (21 
jobs), Agricultural Products at $22.7 million (101 jobs), and Royalties at $21.7 million (85 jobs).

Table 7 also shows industry real export annual growth rates from 2003-10, the estimated number of 
direct export jobs by industry in Wood County, and, by industry, the direct export jobs annualized 
growth rates from 2003-10. The Wood County industry with the largest number of direct export jobs 
was Freight and Port services with 227, closely followed by Paper with 225 jobs.

From the table, there was an estimated 1,350 direct export jobs in Wood County. From the U.S. Bureau 
of Labor Statistics (BLS), there were 41,752 total nonfarm jobs in the county in 2010, and thus the 
percentage of jobs directly tied to exporting is estimated to be 3.2 percent. This is the lowest exporting 
percentage in the Centergy Region.
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Notes:
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 MISSION AND VISION 

The mission of the UWSP Central Wisconsin Economic 
Research Bureau is to foster economic development by 
bringing timely economic analysis to our region, focusing 
on Marathon, Portage and Wood counties.

The mission has been accomplished through the 
publication of Economic Indicator Reports. These reports 
are compiled and released for each county in Central 
Wisconsin. 

The CWERB aspires to be Wisconsin’s premier research 
center focused on regional economic development.

 HISTORY 

The	CWERB	is	a	nonprofit	organization	founded	in	
October 1983. Its operating budget comes from the private 
sector and the UWSP School of Business and Economics. 
The CWERB also represents an important part of the 
outreach efforts of the UWSP School of Business and 
Economics.

 SOURCES OF FUNDING          
•	UWSP	School	of	Business	and	Economics
•	BMO	Harris	Bank	of	Stevens	Point
•	BMO	Harris	Bank	of	Marshfield
•	BMO	Harris	Bank	of	Wausau	
•	Centergy	Inc.	of	Wausau
•	Community	Foundation	of	Greater	
 South Wood County - Wisconsin Rapids

 SCHOOL OF BUSINESS & ECONOMICS 
•	Enrollment	of	1,000	students;	More	than	30%	of	our	
students come from Marathon, Portage and Wood 
counties;	approximately	50%	of	our	graduates	stay	in	the	
three-county area
 
•		The	SBE	is	in	the	pre-accreditation	phase	by	the	
Association to Advance Collegiate Schools of Business 
(AACSB), once completed, SBE will be among the top 18% 
of all business schools in the world.

 CWERB CLIENTELE  
•	Central	Wisconsin	business	firms	are	the	most	crucial	
component in the economic development of our region. 
Business	firms	are	keenly	aware	of	the	important	role	that	
informed decision making plays in any developmental 
strategy.

•	Private	sector	organizations	devoted	to	economic	
development in Central Wisconsin, such as area chambers 
of	commerce	and	their	affiliated	economic	development	
agencies. 

•	Public	sector	organizations	devoted	to	economic	
development in Central Wisconsin. 

•	The	general	public,	in	order	to	make	informed	decisions,	
take advantage of the unbiased information and analysis 
about the economy.

•	The	CWERB	employs	student	research	assistants	which	
provides an excellent educational setting while also 
providing the opportunity for students to earn funds 
toward education. Faculty, staff and students at UWSP 
utilize the reports and resources of the CWERB.

 CWERB ACTIVITIES 
The dissemination of the CWERB research takes place 
through various hard copy publications, electronic media 
reports and presentations. For example, the Economic 
Indicator	Reports	are	presented	in	Marshfield,	Stevens	
Point, Wausau and Wisconsin Rapids. The audiences 
consist of business, political and educational leaders.

The Economic Indicator Reports also contain a 
special report section that is devoted to a current 
issue in economics. These special reports are usually 
presented by UWSP faculty. 

Substantial newspaper, radio and television coverage of 
the publications and presentations have been instrumental 
in focusing attention on the School of Business and 
Economics. Chief Economist Randy Cray has been 
interviewed by the local media as well as the Chicago 
Tribune and CNN Radio on a variety of economic matters.

ABOUT THE CENTRAL WISCONSIN ECONOMIC RESEARCH BUREAU
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www.uwsp.edu/busecon/cwerb
facebook.com/uwspsbe
twitter.com/uwspcwerb

School of Business & Economics
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