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Population Growth and the  
Components of Change
According to the Population Institute, “virtually all 
of the major problems that confront the world today 
relate in some critical way to population growth.” 
The figure below, Figure A, plots the population 
growth rate estimates over the period 1971 to 2016 
for the following regions: the US (US), the state of 
Wisconsin (WI), and the Central Wisconsin region 
(CWI). Adams, Lincoln, Marathon, Portage and Wood 
counties define Central Wisconsin.

Figure A: Population Growth Rates 

 

US Census Bureau’s Population Estimates indicate the 
national population growth rate is positive, though 
relatively flat over the 35-year period, and has been 
declining since the early 1990s. More specifically, 
the US population has been growing annually by 
between 0.7% and 1.4%. In a similar fashion, the 
state of Wisconsin’s population growth rate has been 
declining since the early 1990s. Following a spike in 
the year 2000, the population growth rate estimates 
are now close to zero. Central Wisconsin population 
growth, however, is much more irregular. 

The data suggest the growth rates were quite 
impressive during the 1970s but have been declining 
since. While the growth rate significantly improved 
after bottoming in 1982, a period of decline followed 
in the 1990s. There was a minor recovery in the 
2000s followed by a more recent period of decline. 
The data indicate the Central Wisconsin population 
contracted in 1982 and has been contracting since 
2012; i.e., negative population growth rates in Central 
Wisconsin.

A declining population can lead to tighter regional 
labor markets such that firms are unable to fill job 
openings. In addition, depopulation erodes the 
local tax base thereby limiting the ability of regional 
municipalities and policymakers to offer high quality 
public services; e.g., access to effective education, arts, 
and cultural amenities. 

Populations grow and contract for many reasons. 
There are three distinct components of population 
change. The natural increase of the population is 

births net deaths. International immigration, both 
documented and undocumented people moving into 
the region from other countries, is another source of 
population growth. Lastly, domestic migration occurs 
when people already residing in the US move from 
one place to another. 

This report focuses on the following geographical 
regions: the US, the state of Wisconsin, and the 
previously defined Central Wisconsin region, as well 
as the individual counties of Central Wisconsin. We 
look at two periods: the pre-Great Recession period 
from 2006 through 2010, and the post-recession period 
from 2010 to 2014. The data are from the respective 
5 year American Community Survey; thus, the 
estimates are population changes over the particular 
5-year period, pre or post-recession. In this analysis, 
Puerto Rico is the 51st state plus Washington DC 
sum to a total of 52 domestic states and/or state 
equivalencies of the US.

Table A details the number of births and the number 
of deaths for the pre and post-recession periods 
by geographic region. Whereas the birth estimates 
decrease in the post-recession period, the death 
estimates increase over the same period and for each 
jurisdiction. Deducting the number of deaths from 
the number of births yields the natural increase in 
population.

Table A: Number of Births and Number of Deaths  

 
The natural increase estimates are in the table below, 
Table B. The natural increase estimates decline in the 
post-recession period. Notice that while in the pre-
recession period only one region recorded a natural 
decrease in the population, there were two regions 
experiencing a natural decrease in the post-recession 
period. Table B also includes the population growth 
attributed to the natural increase measured as a 
percent of the initial population in each period. The 
measure ranges from -1.29% to 3.00% in the pre-
recession period and -2.51% to 2.31% in the post-
recession period.
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Table B: Natural Increase and Percent of Population
  

 
 
 
 
 

Moving on to the second driver of population growth, 
Table C categorizes the population of Wisconsin as 
either foreign born or US born individuals. These 
data are one-year population estimates from the 
US Census Bureau with observations occurring in 
the year 1990, 2000, and 2015. In addition, the table 
includes the percent of the state population that is 
foreign born. The share of the Wisconsin population 
that is foreign born has been growing steadily over 
the decades. In 2015, Mexico, India, and China were 
the top three countries of origin among Wisconsin 
immigrants.

Table C: Wisconsin Immigrant Population   

Selected Wisconsin immigrant characteristics and 
demographics are included in Table D. Relative to 
US born Wisconsin households, the foreign-born 
households are larger and have bigger families. Not 
only does immigration lead to population growth, but 
the higher fertility rates of foreign-born households 
also add by way of natural increase in population. 
The percent of foreign-born individuals that are of 
South and Central American descent is much larger 
than among the US born. 

Table D: Wisconsin Immigrant Demographics

 
 

Table E includes the percent of the population within 
particular age groups. The groups consist of preschool 
age, school age, working age, and seniors. Of those 
foreign-born individuals, nearly 80% are working 

age individuals. Relative to the Wisconsin population 
that are US born, the working age population of the 
immigrant is overrepresented whereas the preschool, 
school, and senior age groups are underrepresented.

Table E: Wisconsin Immigrant Detailed Age 
Characteristics

 
 

The estimated number of new immigrants by region 
are in the table below, Table F. These data indicate 
that, while the number of immigrants is increasing 
for the US, the number is slightly down for the state 
of Wisconsin, and the number is significantly down 
in Central Wisconsin. Among Central Wisconsin 
counties, only Marathon and Portage attracted more 
immigrants in the post-recession period than in the 
pre-recession period. In addition, the population 
growth attributed to immigration is included in Table 
F. 

Table F: Immigration and Percent of Population 
International Immigration 

 
 
 
 
 

The final driver of population growth is net domestic 
migration. Domestic migration is a flow; that is, there 
are some people moving into a region while others 
are moving out. The table below, Table G, show the 
net migration estimates by region. While the state of 
Wisconsin has experienced net outward migration 
in both periods, outward migration accelerated 
during the post-recession period. In contrast, Central 
Wisconsin has experienced a net inward migration 
but at diminished levels post-recession. In addition, 
Table G, segments net migration of Central Wisconsin 
into either in-state or out-of-state places of origin. 
In-state migration has slowed, while out-of-state 
migration has picked up. Lastly, Table G includes 
the population growth rate attributed to domestic 
migration.
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Table G: State and Regional Net Domestic Migration 
and Percent of Population

 
 
 
 

The table below, Table H, includes the top five states 
in each period, either outward net migration or 
inward net migration to Central Wisconsin. The states 
highlighted in yellow appear in the top five in both 
periods; namely, Florida and Iowa as states to which 
Central Wisconsin loses the most population and 
Illinois and New York from which Central Wisconsin 
gains the most population. The net migration flows by 
state are included in parentheses.

Table H: Out-of-State Net Regional Migration 

Table I includes the top five Wisconsin counties in 
each period, for outward net migration or inward 
net migration. The counties highlighted in yellow 
appear in the top in both periods; namely, Dane, Eau 
Claire, Milwaukee, and Pierce as counties to which 
Central Wisconsin loses the most population and 
Clark, Langlade, and Outagamie from which Central 
Wisconsin gains the most population. The numbers in 
parentheses are net migration by county.

Table I: In-State Net Regional Migration

 
 
 
 

The table below, Table J, provide the net migration 
estimates by Central Wisconsin county while ignoring 
intra-regional migration. In other words, the table 
only accounts for net out-of-region migration by 
county. In the pre-recession period, Wood County was 
the only county experiencing net outward migration. 
In the post-recession period, the only counties 
to experience net inward migration were Adams 
and Portage County. Whereas the net estimates 
contracted in Adams and Portage Counties, the 
negative estimates grew in absolute terms for Lincoln, 

Marathon, and Wood Counties. 

Table J: County Net Domestic Migration, Excluding 
Intra-Regional Migration

Table K provides the net domestic migration estimates 
by Central Wisconsin county. In the pre-recession 
period, only two counties experienced net outward 
migration, Lincoln and Wood counties. In the post-
recession period, the only county to experience net 
inward migration was Portage County. Whereas the 
net estimates were closer to zero for Lincoln County, 
the estimates grew by a large margin for Wood 
County. In addition, Table K, includes the population 
growth attributed to net domestic migration; for 
example, the population in Portage County grew as a 
result of net domestic migration by 2.01% in the pre-
recession period and by 2.09% post-recession.

Table K: County Net Domestic Migration and Percent 
of Population

To supplement the prior table, Figure B plots net 
migration estimates by Central Wisconsin county over 
a longer time horizon, 2009 through 2014. 

Figure B: Net Domestic Migration by County

Finally, summing together the three sources of 
population change estimates the regional population 
change and population growth rate. The table 
below, Table L, includes these figures of regional 
population growth measured as percentages. While 



CWERB Economic Indicators Report - Central Wisconsin 5

the population growth rate in Portage County has 
slowed, the same is true for all of the growing regions. 
Adams and Lincoln were the only counties in Central 
Wisconsin with a contracting population during the 
pre-recession and post-recession periods.

Table L: Population Growth Rates

 
 
 
 
 

Among all of subnational jurisdictions in this study, 
Portage County stands out with the strongest 
population growth rate, well in excess of the state 
and regional averages. Moreover, it appears Portage 
County has outperformed the other counties in the 
Central Wisconsin region by large margins in regards 
to both attraction and retention.

National Economy
The national economic statistics are in Table 1. 
Whereas nominal GDP grew by 4.3 percent over 
the last 12 months, real GDP grew by 2.1 percent. 
Industrial production has shown continued growth 
from 103.4 at the end of the first quarter of 2016 to 
104.1 at the end of the first quarter of 2017. That is 
an increase of roughly 0.7 percent. The rate on three 
month US Treasury Bills has increased from 0.24 
percent to 0.79 percent. Lastly, CPI growth suggests 
an annual inflation rate of 2.4 percent; that is nearly 
half a percent above the target of the US Central Bank.

State Economy
Table 2 lists the unemployment rate in each reporting 
area. Marathon, Portage and Wood County all 
experienced declining unemployment rates compared 
to a year ago. The respective September rates for 
Portage, Marathon and Wood are now down to 3.7, 
3.3 and 4.5 percent in March 2017. The labor force 
weighted unemployment rate for Central Wisconsin 
also contracted, and is now at 3.7 percent. Meanwhile, 

Wisconsin’s unemployment rate dropped from 5.0 to 
3.7 percent. Thus, the unemployment rates continue 
to be much improved throughout the region and 
state. The United States unemployment rate also 
fell from 5.1 percent to 4.6 percent over the past 12 
months.

Employment figures in Table 3 are based on the 
government’s survey of households. Portage 
County’s total employment figure rose by 200 
positions and total employment in Wood County 
expanded by about 1,100 jobs over the past year. 
Meanwhile, Marathon County payrolls are estimated 
to have grown by 1,000 positions over the past 
12 months. Thus, Central Wisconsin as a whole 
experienced an employment growth of about 2,300 
positions. Jobs in the region rose from 141.8 to 144.1 
thousand or by 1.6 percent. The survey of households 
also shows that Wisconsin’s payrolls increased by 1.3 
percent. The nation also gained 1.3 percent or about 
1.9 million jobs over the same period.

Table 4 gives the most recent employer based payroll 
numbers for Wisconsin. Economists believe nonfarm 
employment numbers based on employer provided 
data give a more accurate assessment of the labor 
market conditions than the household survey data. 
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From March 2016 to March 2017, Wisconsin’s total 
nonfarm employment expanded from 2.88 million 
to 2.90 million or by 0.7%. This represents a gain of 
approximately 20 thousand jobs during the past year. 
A year ago, Randy Cray reported that all but four 
of the state’s 11 major industrial sectors expanded; 
six months ago, only four sectors recorded gains in 
employment. Similar to a year ago, all but four sectors 
recorded gains in employment.

Figures 1 thru 7 give a historic overview of how the 
economy in Wisconsin has performed from the end 
of the first quarter in 2012 through the first quarter 
of 2017 relative to Iowa, Illinois, Michigan, and Ohio. 
The levels data are scaled down by a factor of one-
thousand. For example, Figure 2 shows the Wisconsin 
unemployment level and the ongoing recovery from 
the Great Recession. At the end of the first quarter 
of 2012, the unemployment level was 240 thousand 
and at the end of the first quarter of 2017, the 
number has declined to 115 thousand. The Wisconsin 
unemployment rates is currently at 3.7%.

The CWERB continues the 24-month autoregressive 
integrated moving-average (ARIMA) model forecasts 
to give the reader an approximation of what the 
future may hold. One should never forget that a 
forecast represents a best estimation of what might 
take place. In a dynamic world, forecasts are often 
wrong because of unforeseen events. Always be 
cautious when employing a forecast for planning 
purposes. Thus, the forecasts also incorporate a 
moderate recession occurring at 12 months out - the 
dashed lines.

Figure 1: Employment Level in Thousands: State

Figure 2: Unemployment Level in Thousands: State

Figure 3: Unemployment Rate: State

Figure 4: Labor Force in Thousands: State
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Figure 5: Manufacturing Employment Level in 
Thousands: State

Figure 6: Education and Health Services Employment 
Level in Thousands: State

Figure 7: Leisure and Hospitality Employment Level 
in Thousands: State, In Thousands

County Economy
In Table 5, Portage County sales tax distributions were 
stronger this year than last, increasing from $1.38 
million in 2016 to $1.43 million in 2017, an increase of 
3.9 percent. Marathon County experienced an increase 
in sales tax distributions from the state, rising from 
$2.81 million to $2.87 million or by about 1.9 percent. 
Similarly, Wood County collections expanded from 
$1.24 million to $1.32 million or by about 6.3 percent 
over the course of the past year. The data suggests 
there was expansion in retail activity in some parts of 
Central Wisconsin.

Table 6 are the demographic data for the Portage 
County and Wisconsin regions. Table 7 contains the 
business and geographic data for Portage County and 
the state of Wisconsin. These tables give the reader 
points of comparison in terms of the local area’s 
characteristics relative to the state. Moreover, the 
latter provides some insights into Portage County’s 
share of the state’s economic activity.
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Another measure of the local economy is presented 
in Table 8. It shows that new unemployment claims 
fell from 137 to 105 over the year. Moreover, total 
unemployment claims dropped from 982 to 820. 
Those measure an annual reduction of 23.1 percent 
and 16.5 percent, respectively.

Figures 8 thru 11 on the following page give an 
economic history lesson as to how the employment 
level, the unemployment level, the unemployment 
rate, and the labor force have trended over the past 
eight years in Portage County relative to Adams, 
Lincoln, Marathon, and Wood Counties. Please note 
the data for the charts runs from end of the first 
quarter in 2012 through the first quarter of 2017. 
For example, Figure 10 shows the Portage County 
unemployment at the end of the first quarter of 2012 
the unemployment rate was 8.2% and at the end of 
the first quarter of 2017, the number had declined 
to 3.7%. The figures supplement the report’s year 
over year comparisons. This allows the short-term 
fluctuations in the economy to be judged more 
properly.

Figure 8: Employment Level: County

Figure 9: Unemployment Level: County

Figure 10: Unemployment Rate: County

Figure 11: Civilian Labor Force: County
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Local Economy
The business confidence survey suggests that the 
level of optimism expressed about the current state 
of economy was generally lower in September, 
year to date. The CWERB’s survey of area business 
executives is reported in Table 9. The mark of 67 
means this group believes that recent events at the 
national level have led to an improvement in the 
country’s economic condition. In addition, and more 
importantly, they believe the local business climate 
has improved over the past 12 months; i.e., a response 
level of 64. When they were asked to forecast 
economic conditions at the national level they were 
optimistic, but less so about the future direction of 
the economy than in the recent past. In addition, 
they expressed similar levels of optimism for the 
local economy, and for their particular industry; i.e., 
appraisals in the high-50s to the mid 60s. Overall, 
Table 9 also shows that the level of optimism 
expressed about the current state of the economy was 
generally higher in March 2017 than what it was in 
March 2016.

The retailer confidence survey indicates local 
merchants are saying that the local retail sector has 
slowed. In Table 10 the CWERB’s retailer confidence 
survey mark of 36 means that merchants feel that 
store sales were lower than they were one year ago. 
This is not good news for the local economy. When 
it comes to expectations about the future, it appears 
that the March 2017 assessment of retail activity was 
significantly lower than what it was in March 2016. 
In addition, this group feels that retail activity in the 
summer of 2017 will be slower than it was 2016. 

The help wanted advertising data, as shown in 
Table 11, suggest tight labor market conditions 
persist for the region. Help Wanted Advertising is a 
barometer of local labor market conditions and the 
indexes for Stevens Point, Wausau, Marshfield and 
Wisconsin Rapids are estimated with internet based 
job advertising. The index for Stevens Point rose 
by 55.3 percent while Wisconsin Rapids increased 
by 54.3 percent. Further, Wausau experienced a 
substantial increase in the amount advertising 
taking place. Adams County and Lincoln County 
were significantly up in advertising. The data taken 
together suggests that advertising growth has been 
very strong throughout the area. 

For the Stevens Point-Plover area the residential 
construction numbers were higher across the 
board. Table 12 presents the residential construction 
numbers for the Stevens Point-Plover area. In our 
yearly comparison, the number of permits issued 
in first quarter was up by 1 permit from last year. 
The estimated construction value of the 16 housing 
units was $2.7 million in 2017. When comparing 
first quarter of 2016 to that of 2017, residential 
alteration activity expanded from 107 to 152 permits. 
Additionally, the estimated value of this type of 
activity went up from $0.83 million to $2.71 million 
over the year. 
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The pace of nonresidential construction activity was 
up in the area. The nonresidential construction figures 
in Table 13 were as follows for first quarter of 2017. 
The number of permits issued was 6 and its estimated 
value was $2.68 million. The number of business 
alteration permits was 69 in 2017 compared to 58 in 
2016. The estimated value of alteration activity was 
$4.27 million 2017 compared to the 2016 figure of 
$3.01 million. 

Figures 12 thru 15 map how the employment level, 
the unemployment level, the unemployment rate, 
and the labor force have trended over the past five 
years in the City of Stevens Point relative to the City 
of Wausau as well as the Combined Statistical Area 
(CSA) of Wausau, Stevens Point, Wisconsin Rapids, 
and Marshfield. In addition, the levels data for the 
CSA are scaled down by a factor ten. For example, 
Figure 10 shows 9.5% unemployment rate in the City 
of Stevens Point at the end of the first quarter of 2012 
and at the end of the first quarter of 2017, the number 
has declined to 3.4%. Again, note the dashed line 
indicates forecasts assuming a moderate recession 
occurring at 12 months out.

Figure 12: Employment Level: Local

Figure 13: Unemployment Level: Local

Figure 14: Unemployment Rate: Local 

Figure 15: Civilian Labor Force: Local
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Housing Market Information
The following seven tables contain information on 
the national, regional, and local housing market. 
Housing activity is an incredibly important aspect of 
the economy. We believe the reader will gain valuable 
insight into housing markets conditions and greater 
insight into the local economy in this section of the 
report. 

In general, housing prices are slowly increasing in 
the U.S. Whereas home prices rose in south and 
west, housing prices contracted in the northeast and 
midwest. Table 14 gives national median home price 
for the U.S. and major regions in the U.S. The median 
home price in the U.S. rose to $236,400 in March 2017. 
Housing prices in the Midwest, as always, remain the 
lowest in the nation. The median home price in this 
part of the country fell from the $183,300 in 2016 to 
$183,000 in 2017.

Table 15, nationally existing home sales data shows 
another modest increase in sales activity over the past 
year. In the Midwest, 1.31 million homes are forecast 
to be sold in 2017. For the Midwest, the preliminary 
estimate for 2017 is that about 10,000 more homes will 
be sold than in 2016. In 2011, the number of home sold 
in the Midwest bottomed out at 910 thousand units.
The national inventory of homes continue to suggest 
a strengthening seller’s market. Table 16 gives the 
national inventory of homes data. As of March 2017, 
the inventory backlog is estimated to be 3.8 months. 
Going all the way back to 2010, the national supply 
of homes was 9.4 months, a buyer’s market. Thus, 

a great deal of improvement has taken place in the 
housing inventory numbers. The statistics indicate 
that the backlog of unsold houses has increased to the 
same level experienced in 2012.

There appears to be some weakening in affordability 
as shown in Table 17, the national affordability 
index. Over the years, very low interest rates and 
falling home prices have greatly improved the 
affordability of homes. However, in 2013 housing 
prices and interest rates started to trend upwards and 
affordability started trending lower. The preliminary 
estimate for the affordability index in 2017 is 160.6. 
The higher the index, the more affordable housing 
is for the typical family. This means that in 2017 a 
household earning at the median household income 
level has 160.6 percent of the income necessary to 
qualify for a conventional loan covering 80 percent of 
a medium-priced existing single-family home.

The preliminary data for 2017 suggest weakening in 
the median price for a house in the state and local 
area, excluding Wood County that experienced 
growth in median home price. Table 18 displays 
data on state and local area median prices. For the 
most part, Wisconsin and local area home prices 
have been more stable than the U.S. as a whole. In 
Central Wisconsin, the lowest median home price 
is in Wood County at $110,000. Portage County has 
the highest medium price at $142,900, and Marathon 
falls somewhere between other the two counties, with 
a median house price of $135,000. In comparison, 
the median price of a house in Wisconsin is about 
$159,650. 
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Table 19 gives the number of local housing units 
sold, from 2014 to 2017. Whereas the state appears to 
have had a very slow start to the year, the counties 
in our region appear to be on track in the number of 
units sold over this period. Wood County, however, 
continues to appear to have a booming housing 
market. Please note the listed number of homes sold 
in 2017 only represents the January to March activity. 

Tables 20 and 21 present the changes that have taken 
place in the local median prices and units sold, and 
compares first quarter 2016 to first quarter 2017. In 
Table 20, we see an increase in local median home 
prices has taken place in Marathon, Portage and 
Wood. In Table 21, the number of housing units grew 
in all counties with exceptional growth in Portage and 
Wood.

i Source: US Census Bureau, Population Estimates
ii Source: US Census Bureau, Population Estimates
iii Migration Policy Institute
iv US and Wisconsin Source: US Census Bureau, Population 
Estimates; County Source: US Census Bureau, American 
Community Survey
v Source: US Census Bureau, American Community Survey
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SBA WI Small Business Profile
UWSP Small Business Development Center
Mary Wescott, SBDC Counseling Manager

Each year, the Small Business Administration, SBA, 
Office of Advocacy prepares Small Business State 
and Territory Profiles. Wisconsin’s Profile released 
last month shows WI is home to 441,954 small busi-
nesses. Roughly defined, small businesses are those 
with fewer than 500 employees. Wisconsin’s data 
shows 336,059 of the 441,954 small businesses are self-
employed small business owners with no employees. 
105,895 of the small businesses have employees. These 
105,895 small businesses employ 1,210,146 workers, 
over half of Wisconsin’s private workforce.

The report shows that the top three industries for 
small firm employment are manufacturing, health 
care and social assistance, accommodation and food 
services. 

Demographics of ownership are presented briefly in 
the report. It shows that 37.1% of female-owned busi-
nesses are in the Retail Trade industry. Overall, the 
report says 5.6% of females are self-employed while 
10.6% of males are self-employed in WI. 

Historically the report also looks at business start-
ups and survivability. 6,426 businesses started in WI 
in 2010 with 71.3% still in business through 2012. In 
2013, 9,874 businesses started with 83.1% surviving 
through 2014. The SBA report further states that busi-
ness bankruptcies in Wisconsin declined in the four-
year period from 2010 to 2014, a sign that the state’s 
economy strengthened. 

For more on Wisconsin Small Business data includ-
ing number of firms, employees by industry and the 
demographics of small business ownership, see the 
SBA report at www.sba.gov/sites/default/files/ad-
vocacy/WI.pdf
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Total SBA Loan Amount, Q1

 

 
Total Business Starts, Q1

 
Total Number of SBA Loans, Q1
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Next Boom for Worker Co-ops?
Worker co-op movement aims to preserve jobs as  

‘baby boomer’ business owners retire 

by By Keli A. Tianga 

Editor’s note: Keli A. Tianga is associate editor of 
Shelterforce magazine, published by the National 
Housing Institute, a nonprofit organization that 
examines housing and community issues. This article 
is an abridged version of one that originally appeared 
in the Spring 2016 issue of that publication. To read 
the entire article, visit: www.nhi.org/go/182/Tianga.

Susanne Ward and her husband, Patrick Reilley, 
moved from California to Maine in 1992 with plans of 
starting their own business. They decided on a used 
bookstore and coffee house, as they felt both good 
coffee and good books were in short supply in their 
new neighborhood.

Located in the city of Rockland, Rock City (named for 
the limestone quarries that fueled the city’s growth in 
the 1800s) became a focal point in town for the artistic 
crowd. But Ward and Reilley struggled to find quality 
coffee that was reasonably priced. 

Within three years, they’d moved into a bigger space 
that could house the bookstore, café and a space 
to roast their own coffee blend, which they began 
wholesaling. In 1999, they opened a coffee roastery 
a few blocks south of the café, outside of Rockland’s 
historic district, producing and selling their blend, 
which also supplied Rock City.

For Ward, Rock City’s employees were family, and 
even though some kind of employee ownership plan 
had been in the back of her mind as a “nebulous 
thing,” she recalls that it never seemed like the 
right time. “As my husband would say, ‘We have to 
operate in the black.’”

In 2010, in the midst of the Great Recession, Patrick 
passed away. The printed book market was also 
rapidly shrinking. “I knew that by myself I couldn’t 
handle it all,” recounts Ward. She sold the bookstore 
portion of the business to one of her employees and 
continued to run the roastery and café, both of which 
exceed full-time operations, with the café’s kitchen 
and bakery serving breakfast and lunch, and hosting 
live music on weekends.

Five years later, things are better for Rock City, 
though certainly not perfect. And at age 64, Ward 
is ready to retire. With help from Rob Brown of 
the Cooperative Development Institute (CDI) 
in Northampton, Maine, she is now working on 
the details of transitioning Rock City to worker 
ownership.

“I had three goals I wanted to achieve, and I think a 
co-op can do those,” she says. “Obviously, my own 
financial security has to be the No. 1 priority. Then 
survival of the business, as it’s a really important part 
of our small town. And to keep it in the hands of the 
people who’ve made it a success.” 

Ward says the majority of her 23 employees have 
worked with her for at least 5 years, some close to 
20 years. For the most part, they are people who 
wouldn’t be able to own their own business without 
this opportunity, she says. 

“I have no children. They’re my family,” she says. 
In part due to her personal and economic setbacks, 
Ward’s transitioning of Rock City to a worker co-op is 
now a game of catch up. 

“If my business had been profitable, I would have 
done something immediately,” she says, “but I had 
to wait until we got ourselves back on our feet, and 
myself back on my feet.” Ward says she will be an 
employee-owner for at least two years after Rock 
City’s conversion—likely as general manager—while 
her employees are at the beginning of the curve of 
learning and understanding the business. “They don’t 
know what it’s really like to run a small business 
on the coast of Maine, in a business that’s largely 
seasonal,” she says.

Rock City had a general meeting at which Brown 
made a presentation. The employees were excited, 
and have since chosen to form committees to get 
more involved in the process. Ward says she has also 
been putting into action some things she believes will 
help ensure the survival of the business, including a 
crowdfunding campaign to replace their roaster with 
an environmentally-friendly one.
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Ward’s advice to retiring business owners: “Don’t 
wait. … Start five years before you want to retire, 
then you have time for shepherding your employee-
owners without being so anxious to leave. Not that I 
don’t love my business—I’m just tired!” she laughs.

Getting Retirees On Board
Advocates of worker cooperatives are hoping the 
advice of people like Ward will resonate with more 
and more “boomer” business owners.

Defined as businesses that are owned and operated 
by, and for, their workers, worker cooperatives are 
different from other business entities in that the 
worker-owners control the business and are its 
primary beneficiaries.

For people working on behalf of those who have 
largely been left out of the nation’s economic recovery, 
the cooperative model presents one solution to the 
challenge of creating and retaining low- to mid-skill 
jobs with good pay, benefits and security. For workers, 
co-ops provide “outsource-proof” employment, 
because a successfully run business, owned and run 
by residents of a community, generates a cycle that 
creates and encourages growth that workers want to 
continue. 

In times of profit, employees may choose to distribute 
it among themselves, or invest it back into the 
business. In turn, when business is slow, cooperatives 
often will vote to accept short-term pay cuts across 
the board rather than resorting to permanent layoffs. 
According to the Sustainable Economies Law Center, 
cooperatives also promote employee health and 
happiness because worker-owners’ business decisions 
are more likely to prioritize safe business practices, 
fair wages and other employee-focused benefits over 
profit.

Numbering 70 million strong, baby boomers (the 
post-war group of Americans born between 1946 
and 1964) privately own more than two-thirds of 
all businesses with employees. This adds up to a 
potential loss of millions of jobs over the next 20 years 
as boomers transition into retirement. For many, the 
notion of passing the family business down to the 
next generation can’t be counted on. A global study, 
co-authored by Campden Research and Prince and 
Associates, found that only 15 percent of family 
businesses passed through to the second generation, 
and even fewer to the third generation.

Of the majority of owners who will not be passing the 
family business on to a relative, many are interested 
in finding another way to ensure that their employees’ 
jobs aren’t lost because of their retirement. These are 
the owners that co-op advocates are trying to reach.

Brown, program director at the CDI in Maine, says 
that Ward’s situation is not unique in the state. 
“Maine has the highest concentration of small 
businesses in the country. There are roughly 32,000 
with employees—80 percent of them have fewer than 
100 employees, 50 percent of these have fewer than 20 
employees.” 

Maine has the oldest workforce in the country, 
and because the businesses also tend to be 
undercapitalized, Brown says most business owners 
aren’t even thinking about succession planning, as 
they don’t have much more than the value of their 
business. 

Demographic Age Shift Creates Opportunity 
Even with such strong headwinds, Brown believes his 
state, and the country, have the potential to capitalize 
on the demographic age shift, with help from political 
advocacy and the education of business owners and 
workers. “Nationally, the largest single source of 
avoidable job loss is from business closings due to 
owner retirement,” Brown notes.

These realities are behind a push by groups like CDI 
and others to use a combination of advocacy, issue 
education and technical assistance to disseminate 
information about worker co-op conversions for 
businesses with retiring owners. 

One of the largest such conversions to date is the 
Island Employee Cooperative (IEC) which operates a 
grocery/hardware/pharmacy business on Deer Isle, 
Maine (For more on this co-op, see the July-August 
2014 issue of Rural Cooperatives, available in the co-
op publications section at: www.rd.usda.gov.) CDI 
worked on the financing for the worker co-op that 
took over the business when the long-time owners 
retired. 

At the time of the conversion, all employees were 
presented the option of purchasing a share of the 
business for $5,000, which was made more accessible 
through payroll deductions, a common practice 
for worker-owned co-ops. “These are very much 
working-class people,” says Gloria LaBrecque, 
CFNE’s outreach officer for northeast New England. 
“They couldn’t just drop down $5,000.” 
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Ultimately, 62 jobs were saved with IEC’s conversion, 
a process which took about a year. 

It’s “going to take about five years for them to really 
immerse themselves in being a co-op, understand 
how that works, and the rocky road of self-governing 
and managing,” says LaBrecque. The lending bodies 
also require that the co-op have technical assistance in 
place for the next several years.

Brown asserts that more workforce training programs 
can be tweaked to fit the worker co-op model, 
“helping low-skilled workers gain skills for jobs that 
already exist.” He wants to develop a “workers-to-
owners toolkit” in collaboration with adult education 
associations.

The 1980s saw a push at the state and federal levels 
to increase awareness of, and provide tax incentives 
for, businesses wanting to convert to worker 
cooperatives. “Believe it or not, Ronald Reagan was a 
champion of worker cooperatives,” says Brown. But 
the issue of capital has always loomed large, as many 
banks perceive greater risks in financing worker 
cooperatives.

Camille Kerr of the Democracy at Work Institute, 
the only national organization focused on worker 
cooperative development, says that institutions with 
a mission or history of co-op lending, like CFNE, tend 
to provide the initial capital. But many conversions 
also have an element of seller financing, with the 
business owner giving a loan to employees. 

Future owners can also chip in directly by purchasing 
shares in the company in order to become members. 
The price of a share can vary, as it doesn’t represent 
the value of the company so much as “skin in the 
game,” according to Brown. “It should be a stretch, 
but shouldn’t price anyone out. You want all the 
employees to share in ownership.” A general rule of 
thumb is usually that membership should not exceed 
the cost of a good used car. 

All of these forms of capital are what is referred to as 
“first-loss” money, and, if sufficient, can encourage 
traditional banks to come to the table, says Kerr.

But even with capital in place, it is still sometimes a 
stretch to get banks on board because of their lack of 
familiarity with the cooperative ownership structure, 
says Margaret Lund, a consultant specializing in 
shared ownership strategy. “Conventional banks are 
used to individual or ‘mom and pop’ types of owners, 

as opposed to a group—they want to know: who is 
truly responsible?”

Lund says that though she personally knows of about 
a dozen CDFI-financed conversions, they would 
be ideal to fill the role of an outside partner to help 
shepherd the process along. She believes the scenario 
that’s “healthiest is to have a traditional lender and, 
hopefully, a community-oriented one.”

Changing The Culture
Today, advocacy groups are stressing the imperative 
for more states to make employee ownership more 
enticing in an effort to stem the looming job losses as 
baby boomers shutter their businesses. A bipartisan 
effort in Iowa recently approved a package bill of 
incentives, including a 50-percent deduction from 
state income taxes for the net gain from the sale of 
stock to an employee-ownership model. Late in 2015, 
the City of New York voted to invest $1.2 million in 
worker cooperative development, believed to be the 
largest amount ever invested by a city government.

Even though the lead-up to a conversion can take 
several years of research and contemplation, the 
transaction itself usually takes only nine months to a 
year. The real work, as owners and employees attest, 
comes in the years after. 

“The shift from a culture of hierarchy to one of co-
owners can take years, depending on where [the] 
culture started,” she says.

For Kerr, it is clear that the reward outweighs the 
risk. The likelihood of success is no greater—but 
also no worse—for a business owner selling to 
their employees or to an outside entity. “What are 
the options?” she asks. “Sell to another company 
whose culture might not match yours? Sell to private 
equity, where quite often the managing firm will 
try to extract wealth and shell the rest? If you want 
to maintain your jobs, I see this as a much better 
option.”

Learning To Run A Business
Maintaining jobs and company culture was the 
goal behind the conversion of A Yard and a Half 
Landscaping, now a worker-owned landscaping 
company in Boston.

Its original owner and founder, Eileen Michaels, 
started her landscaping business in 1988 and ran it 
until 2012, when she saw retirement on the horizon. 
She had been looking at the worker co-op model as 
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part of her succession planning, and proposed it to 
her employees. 

“There was some trepidation,” says Carolyn Edsell-
Vetter, a 12-year employee of A Yard and a Half 
Landscaping and now a co-owner of the company. 
“In principal, people thought it was a good idea, but 
in terms of how it would play out, there are obvious 
risks . . . but it was clear that it was better than selling 
the business. Everybody had faith that we could be 
our own bosses better than an unconcerned outsider.”

Many of the company’s employees were recent 
immigrants who had few financial resources and 
little knowledge of formal business structures, so the 
hurdles on their journey to worker ownership were 
greater than average. Edsell-Vetter said their list of 
needed resources started at a very basic level.

“Unless you have an owner willing to pay, you have a 
really under-resourced group of folks [needing] fairly 
expensive help. [For] the accountant, the lawyer, we 
[employees] had to come up with the money,” says 
Edsell-Vetter. 

During the process, Edsell-Vetter says she had two 
full-time jobs: her days were spent as an employee 
of A Yard and a Half while her evenings were spent 
in the role of bootstrapping business co-owner 
for the company. This work involved completing 
paperwork, making financial projections and writing 
a business plan, rules of participatory ownership 
and bylaws. She credits the Cooperative Fund of 
New England for supporting the company with 
referrals to the professional services they required, 
and the supportive group of worker-owned co-ops 
in the Boston area for serving as a great information 
resource. “One of the [co-op] principles is cooperation 
among co-ops,” she says.

A Yard and a Half’s conversion process began in 
2012 and was complete by 2014. Because of the 
competitive, high-pressure business that the company 
is in, Edsell-Vetter says the owners decided to keep 
their existing management structure and adapted a 
matrix from Namaste Solar, a worker co-op formed in 
2011, for operating procedures. Edsell-Vetter says self-
governance is daily work, but having the procedures 
to refer back to is helpful. 

“When you have one owner, it’s kind of the ‘Wild 
West.’ They [an owner] can be arbitrary with their 
decisions. Now, we have to look at precedent, and it’s 
been interesting to change mindsets to say: ‘We have 
to have some standard operating procedures.’”

Today, A Yard and a Half is growing, with 28 
employees, 10 of whom are owners. The company 
just hired four new employees, who will begin a 
three-year candidacy period to become eligible to 
join the cooperative. “It takes that long to decide if 
someone has what it takes to be a co-owner,” says 
Edsell-Vetter. Some original employees who’d had 
hesitations before are now interested in co-ownership, 
and the company is in the middle of planning its first 
membership drive. 
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Notes



 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 Indicators Reports. These reports 
are compiled and released for 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  
Research conducted during the last 25 years by CWERB is 
disseminated through more than 230 publications, media 
reports and presentations for the Portage, Marathon and 
Wood counties. Each report provides an analysis of the 
economy at the national, state and regional levels, and also 
contains a special section devoted to a topic of economic 
significance to the Central Wisconsin region. These 
special topic reports are often written by UW-Stevens 
Point faculty members and include current topics such 
as Medicare, debt and deficits and the Central Wisconsin 
housing market.

The Economic Indicators Reports are presented on a 
periodic basis by Professor Segura and the author of 
the special topic report. These reports have received 
substantial media coverage 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


