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Monetary and Fiscal Policy
Expansionary monetary and fiscal policy is the norm 
in the presence of an economic downturn, particularly 
one as severe and prolonged as the Great Recession. 
A long period of historically low, near zero interest 
rates began in late 2008 in response to the economic 
crisis. In fact, the target Federal Funds Rate, the rate 
at which banks make overnight loans to one another, 
hovered very close to zero. The Federal Reserve Bank 
of the US (FRBUS) requires a bank keep on hand a 
share of deposits that fulfill daily withdrawals of 
demand deposits. When a bank’s reserves fall below 
the required levels, these overnight loans satisfy 
the reserve requirement ensuring some degree of 
financial stability. 

The economy has significantly improved over the last 
five years. In the third quarter of 2013, the FRBUS 
ended quantitative easing - the FRBUS’s purchases 
of securities and treasuries from banks as a means of 
injecting cash into a vulnerable or underperforming 
economy. By the end of December 2015, the FRBUS 

began to reverse the slack monetary policy with a 
series of interest rate increases. Over the course of a 
year, the FRBUS began the long process of tightening 
monetary policy by raising the Federal Funds Rate 
target from 0.25 percent to 1.25 percent. 
A relatively new policy tool to the FRBUS’s toolbox 
is the interest rate paid on excess reserves, where 
excess reserves are deposits that a bank holds in 
excess of the required reserves. Although Milton 
Friedman recommended this policy tool decades 
ago, the FRBUS only gained the legal right to do so 
in 2008. The tool serves as a price floor in the market 
for loanable funds. In addition, the interest rate on 
excess reserves provides the FRBUS better control 
over the observed Federal Funds Rate. Moreover, 
this tool assisted in maintaining positive US interest 
rates throughout the Great Recession in contrast to 
the Central Banks that failed to adopt the tool (for 
example, Denmark, Japan, Sweden and Switzerland). 
This rate too has been ratcheted up by the FRBUS 
a series of times with the first increase occurring in 
December 2015.
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The majority of the slack monetary policy, however, 
can be observed on the FRBUS’s balance sheet with 
the growth of mortgage backed securities and fixed 
term notes and bonds. The FRBUS’s balance sheet is 
approximately $4.5 trillion consisting of $1.8 trillion 
in mortgage-backed securities and $2.5 trillion in 
treasuries. Total assets of the FRBUS prior to the first 
round of quantitative easing was approximately $0.9 
trillion, meaning, the FRBUS’s balance sheet grew 
by a factor of five. Of the $3.6 trillion in accumulated 
assets, approximately $1.4 trillion of the treasuries 
mature in less than five years. These are slowly falling 
off the books as the securities reach term, and the 
FRBUS chooses not to repurchase. At the rate of $50 
billion per month, the FRBUS would hold fewer than 
$3 trillion in assets by 2020.

In stark contrast to the current contractionary 
monetary policy of the FRBUS, the federal 
government is pursuing expansionary fiscal policy 
through tax reform. Whereas simplifying the tax code 
is an economically common sense idea, the timing of 

the expansionary fiscal policy is questionable. More 
generally, governments tend to pursue expansionary 
policy during economic bad times; e.g., the Bush 
and Obama era tax cuts were attempts to offset the 
reduction in aggregate demand during the 2001 and 
2008 recessions. On the other hand, governments tend 
to pursue contractionary fiscal policy, increasing the 
tax rates, in order to reduce deficits or to pay off debts 
during economically prosperous times, such as now. 
 
Expansionary fiscal policy is a form of economic 
stimulus that drives up aggregate demand. Keynes 
would argue fiscal stimulus, just as expansion of 
the money base, serves to temporarily prop up 
aggregate demand during periods of, say, falling 
consumer confidence or investor sentiment. 
However, adding fiscal stimulus to an already 
strong economy is a recipe for inflation and/or 
soaring interest rates. In addition, tax rate cuts are 
often associated with reductions in tax revenue 
resulting in larger budget deficits. This occurs when 
the growth in tax revenues associated with a more 
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business friendly tax environment fails to offset the 
losses in tax revenue associated with the tax rate 
cuts; the Kansas experiment is an excellent example 
of this economic phenomena. Nevertheless, fiscal 
stimulus would offset, to some degree, the FRBUS’s 
policy intervention to slow the national economy 
to sustainable, natural output levels. Lastly, any 
resulting inflation would expectedly induce further 
tightening of the FRBUS’s monetary policy and lead 
to higher interest rates. 

In contrast to the expansionary policies discussed 
earlier, higher interest rates serve to reduce 
consumption, deter private investment and reduce 
net exports. Whereas the slack monetary policy of the 
FRBUS and the resulting cheap credit was a driving 
force behind public debt accumulation, significantly 
higher interest rates would almost certainly heighten 
the level of concern around a public debt bubble. 
In addition, the growth in the interest payments 
attributed to higher interest rates pose budgetary 
concerns for various levels of government while 
minimizing the government’s ability to respond to 
negative macroeconomic shocks that might occur in 
the future. 

Our Neighbors Left Out
Overall, it is true the national economy exhibits 
indicators consistent with a robust and thriving 
private sector. For example, economic indicators such 
as sustained growth in GDP and employment as well 
as falling unemployment rates. In fact, this marks 
at least 32 straight quarters of growth nationally in 
real GDP and 29 quarters in employment. Compare 
that to the Great Recession which lasted 10 months. 
Nevertheless, the gains from the past Great Recession 
economic recovery have been concentrated both 
among certain individuals and within mostly 
non-rural places. Those individuals without a 
higher education degree are struggling the most. 
Alternatively, the struggling places are those that are 
difficult to access logistically and those places without 
proper broadband infrastructure. 

A recent report by the Center on Wisconsin Strategy 
(COWS), a nonpartisan values-based organization, 
describes the state of Wisconsin with near record 
levels of income inequality. The report finds that 
income growth has been largely concentrated among 
the top 1 percent of income earners and notes this 
poses challenges to a robust economy going forward 
as Wisconsin’s households and businesses, or more 
generally communities, continue to experience 
hardships. Though the report notes Wisconsin is 

doing better than the nation in this regard, the report 
stresses this is not always the case. Specifically, 
Wisconsin, among the 50 states, has the largest degree 
of income disparity when evaluated by race. The 
report recommends some policies to improve these 
outcomes; e.g., skills training and education, raising 
the minimum wage, supporting working families, 
removing unrealistic Wisconsin Shares requirements, 
improving access to affordable health care, revising 
regressive tax code and investing in regional 
transportation.

The United Way of Portage County’s Local Indicators 
for Excellence (LIFE) Report paints a similar 
story of distress in Portage County with many of 
our neighbors left out of the economic recovery. 
Specifically, the report emphasizes four calls to action: 
mental health; alcohol and other drug abuse; financial 
stability; and affordable housing. In addition, the 
report shows that Portage County has fewer mental 
health facilities per capita relative to the state overall. 
Alternatively, drinking rates in Portage County 
exceed not only the national average but also the state 
average.

Portage County, as with many other parts of the 
US, has experienced a significant uptick in not 
only income inequality but also in poverty rates, 
particularly among children. 39 percent of the 
households in Portage County struggle to afford 
the necessities and nearly 50 percent of the renters 
in Portage County spend in excess of 30 percent of 
their gross income on housing. Under these sorts of 
financial conditions, the family lives a permanently 
precarious state with the entire family often at risk 
of things such as food insecurity. Furthermore, many 
income constrained, employed households within our 
communities are one negative economic shock away 
from poverty.

It is truly unfortunate that the six fastest growing 
occupations in Portage County, on average, fail to 
pay a living wage. In fact, 36 percent of the jobs in 
Portage County fail to pay a living wage even when 
both parents work fulltime. In addition, the gender 
pay gaps in the county are large and exist at all levels 
of education. 
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6 Fastest Growing Occupations in Portage County 
Occupation Wage
Farmers, Ranchers & Other Agricultural 
Mangers

$12.59

Combined Food Prep & Service, Fast 
Food

$8.99

Retail Salesperson $10.49
Personal Care Aides $9.84
Farmworkers & Laborers, Crop, Nursery 
& Greenhouse

$10.35

Cashiers $9.25

It remains possible to make the economic recovery 
reach more individuals that makeup our communities 
in the Greater Central Wisconsin region. It will take 
collaboration among community organizers and 
regional policymakers along with the sharing of 
resources to accomplish this. Moreover, jockeying 
for position will not address these sorts of structural 
issues. Using tax incentives to attract businesses from 
our neighboring communities is at best a zero sum 
game and often undercuts the long-run ability of the 
local policymaker to increase access to and/or the 
quality of public services. The target of increasing 
accessibility of the economic recovery and thereby 
pulling people from poverty is achievable only when 
regional leaders work together for the betterment of 
the region as a collective through initiatives laid out 
as L. S. Dreyfus’s vision of ruralplex.

National Economy
The national economic statistics are in Table 1. 
Whereas nominal GDP grew by 4.1 percent over 
the last 12 months, real GDP grew by 2.3 percent. 
Industrial production has shown continued growth 
from 104.2 at the end of the third quarter of 2017 to 
105.2 at the end of the third quarter of 2017. That is 
an increase of roughly 1.0 percent. The rate on three 
month US Treasury Bills has increased from 0.31 
percent to 1.05 percent. Lastly, CPI growth suggests 
an annual inflation rate of 2.2 percent; that is down 
0.2 percent points from a year ago.

State Economy
Table 2 lists the unemployment rate in each reporting 
area. Marathon, Portage and Wood County all 
experienced declines in their unemployment rates 
compared to a year ago. The respective September 
rates for Portage, Marathon and Wood are now down 
to 2.6, 2.7 and 3.2 percent in September 2017. The 
labor force weighted unemployment rate for Central 
Wisconsin also contracted and is now at 2.8 percent. 
Meanwhile, Wisconsin’s unemployment rate dropped 
by 13.6 percent. Thus, the unemployment rates 
continue to be much improved throughout the region 
and state. The U.S. unemployment rate also fell from 
4.8 percent to 4.1 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 level rose by 200 positions 
and total employment in Wood County expanded 
by about 1,600 jobs over the past year. Meanwhile, 
Marathon County payrolls are estimated to have 
added no positions over the past 12 months. Thus, 
Central Wisconsin as a whole experienced an 
employment growth of about 1,800 positions. Jobs in 
the region rose from 144.0 to 145.8 thousand or by 1.2 
percent. The survey of households also shows that 
Wisconsin’s payrolls increased by 1.6 percent. The 
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nation also gained 1.7 percent or about 2.5 million 
jobs over the same period.

Table 4 includes the most recent employer based 
payrolls 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. From September 2016 to September 2017, 
Wisconsin’s total nonfarm employment expanded 
from 2.95 million to 2.98 million or by 1.1 percent. 
This represents a gain of approximately 31.3 thousand 
jobs during the past year. A year ago, the CWERB 
reported only four industries recorded gains in 
employment. Today, only three industries contracted 
over the last 12 months; namely, construction by 2.1 
percent, ‘trade, transport and utilities’ by 0.1 percent, 
and financial activities by 0.6 percent.

Figures 1 thru 7 give a historic overview of how the 
economy in Wisconsin has performed from end of the 
third quarter in 2012 through the third quarter of 2017 
relative to Iowa, Illinois, Michigan and Minnesota. 
The levels data are scaled down by a factor of one-
thousand. For example, Figure 2 shows Wisconsin 
unemployment levels have trended downwards over 
the last 5 years. At the end of the third quarter in 2012, 
the unemployment level was roughly 187.5 thousand 
individuals and at the end of the third quarter in 2017, 
the number had declined to around 95.1 thousand. 
The Wisconsin unemployment rate is currently at 3.0 
percent.

The CWERB continues the 24-month forecasts 
to give the reader an approximation of what the 
future may hold. This report includes the improved 
multiplicative seasonal autoregressive integrated 
moving-average (SARIMA) model. 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
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Figure 4: Labor Force in Thousands: State

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 
expanded from $1.59 million in 2016 to $1.69 
million in 2017, an increase of 6.3 percent. Marathon 
County experienced a moderate increase in sales tax 
distributions from the state, rising from $3.11 million 
to $3.21 million or by about 3.1 percent. Meanwhile, 
Wood County collections grew significantly from 
$1.14 million to $1.56 million or by about 36.6 percent 
over the course of the past year. The data suggests 
there was expansion in retail activity in many parts of 
Central Wisconsin.
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Table 6 is 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.

Another measure of the county economy is presented 
in Table 8. It shows that new unemployment claims 
fell from 61 to 51 over the year. Moreover, total 
unemployment claims dropped from 352 to 301. 
Those measure an annual reduction of 17.4 percent 
and 14.5 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 last five 
years in Portage County relative to Adams, Lincoln, 
Marathon and Wood Counties. Please note the data 
for the charts runs from end of the third quarter in 

2012 through the third quarter of 2017. For example, 
Figure 10 shows the Portage County unemployment 
rate at the end of the third quarter in 2012 was 6.1 
percent and the number has declined to 2.6 percent in 
2017. The figures supplement the report’s year over 
year comparisons. This allows the reader to observe 
the short-term cyclical fluctuations in the economy.
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 higher in September, 
year to date. The CWERB’s survey of area business 
executives is reported in Table 9. The mark of 65 
means this group believes that recent events at 
the national level have led to improvement in the 
country’s economic conditions. In addition, and more 
importantly, they believe the local business climate 
has improved over the past 12 months; i.e., a response 
level of 60. When they were asked to forecast 
economic conditions at the national level, they 
were quite optimistic, and most so about the future 
changes in industry conditions than in the recent past. 
In addition, they expressed similar levels of optimism 
for both the national and the local economies; i.e., 
appraisals in the low 70s to the high 70s.

The retailer confidence survey indicates local 
merchants are saying that the local retail industry 
has improved. In Table 10 the CWERB’s retailer 
confidence survey mark of 69 means that merchants 

feel that store sales were higher than they were one 
year ago. This is good news for the local economy. 
When it comes to expectations about the future, 
it appears that the September 2017 assessment of 
retail activity was significantly above what it was 
in September 2016. In addition, this group feels that 
retail activity in the winter of 2017 will be marginally 
better relative to 2016. 

The help wanted advertising data would suggest the 
region is continuing to expand. Table 11 Help Wanted 
Advertising is a barometer of local labor market 
conditions and the indexes for Stevens Point, Wausau, 
Marshfield and Wisconsin Rapids are based on 
internet based job advertising. The index for Stevens 
Point rose by 11.7 percent while Wisconsin Rapids 
was up by 15.8 percent. Further, Wausau experienced 
an increase in the amount advertising taking place 
by 13.6 percent. Adams County and Lincoln County 
were up in advertising by 11.7 percent and 12.1 
percent respectively. The data taken together suggests 
that advertising growth has been relatively even 
across the region. 

For the Stevens Point-Plover area, the residential 
construction numbers were up and generally by large 
margins. Table 12 presents the residential construction 
numbers for the Stevens Point-Plover area. In our 
yearly comparison, the number of permits issued 
in the third quarter was up by 7 permits from last 
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year. The estimated construction value of the 26 
housing permits, 69 units, was $9.6 million in 2017. 
When comparing third quarter 2016 to that of 2017, 
residential alteration activity expanded from 311 to 
336 permits. Additionally, the estimated value of this 
type of activity went up from $2.39 million to $2.93 
million over the year. 

The pace of nonresidential construction activity was 
mixed in the area. The nonresidential construction 
figures in Table 13 were as follows for third quarter 
2017. The number of permits issued and the 
estimated value were down by roughly half to 7 
and $6.5 million. The number of business alteration 
permits was 125 in 2017 compared to 76 in 2016. The 
estimated value of alteration activity was up from 
$2.0 million in 2016 to $5.1 million in 2017. 

Figures 12 thru 15 map how the employment level, 
the unemployment level, the unemployment rate, 
and the labor force have trended over the last 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 an employment level of nearly 14.0 
thousand in the City of Stevens Point at the end of 
the third quarter in 2012 and over 14.9 thousand in 
2017, the number grew by 6.7 percent. Again, note the 
data cover the interval from the third quarter of 2012 
through the third quarter of the current year.

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 market conditions and greater 
insight into the local economy in this section of the 
report. 

In general, housing prices are continuing to recover in 
the U.S. and are rising in all of its geographic regions. 
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 $247,600 in September 2016. 
Housing prices in the Midwest, as always, remain the 
lowest in the nation. The median home price in this 
part of the country rose from the $183,300 in 2016 to 
$195,500 in 2017.

Table 15, nationally existing home sales data, shows 
a modest reduction in sales activity over the past 
year of approximately 1.5 percent. In the Midwest, 
1.3 million homes are forecast to be sold in 2017. For 
the Midwest, the preliminary estimate for 2017 is 
unchanged from 2016. In 2011, the number of homes 
sold in the Midwest bottomed out at 910 thousand 
units.

The national inventory continues to be indicative of a 
seller’s market. Table 16 gives the national inventory 
of homes data. As of September 2017, the inventory 
backlog is estimated to be 4.2 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 housing inventory 
number. The statistics indicate that the backlog of 
unsold houses has grown to levels last seen in 2013 
and 2014.

There appears to be some further weakening in 
affordability as shown in Table 17, the national 
affordability index. Over the years, very low interest 
rates and falling home prices had 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 160.7. 
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 160.7 percent of the income necessary to 
qualify for a conventional loan covering 80 percent of 
a median-priced existing single-family home.
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The preliminary data for 2017 suggest strong growth 
in the median price for a house in the state and 
across the region. Table 18 displays data on state and 
county median prices. For the most part, Wisconsin 
and regional 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 
$111,500. Portage County has the highest median 
price of $164,950, and Marathon falls somewhere 
between the other the two counties, with a median 
price of $148,200. In comparison, the median price in 
Wisconsin is nearly $175,000. 

Table 19 gives the number of local housing units 
sold, from 2014 to 2017. Please note the listed number 
of homes sold in 2017 only represents the January 
to September activity. Nevertheless, the counties 
in our region appear to have all experienced some 
acceleration in the number of units sold over this 
period relative to last year.

Tables 20 and 21 present the changes that have taken 
place in the local median prices and units sold, and 
compare the third quarter of 2016 to the third quarter 
of 2017. In Table 20, we see sizeable increases in local 
median home prices in Portage County and Marathon 
County whereas the median price contracted in Wood 
County by 2.6%. In Table 21, the number of housing 
units grew in Marathon County but contracted in 
Portage and Wood counties.
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Total SBA Loan Amount, Q3

 

 
Total Business Starts, Q3

 
Total Number of SBA Loans, Q3

SBA WI Small Business Profile
UWSP Small Business Development Center

Melissa Meschke, SBDC Director

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 businesses. 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 
businesses 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 startups 
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 
business 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 including 
number of firms, employees by industry and the 
demographics of small business ownership, see the 
SBA report at www.sba.gov/sites/default/files/
advocacy/WI.pdf.
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Gaining and Maintaining Young Adults in Wisconsin: 
The Plover Case Compared 

by Professor Randy Stoecker
from the UW-Madison Department of Community and Environmental Sociology

Introduction
There has been concern for some time that young 
talent is leaving rural communities, never to return. 
Phrases like brain drain have become part of our 
common vocabulary to describe this phenomenon. 
And as the population ages, the worry across rural 
communities is that their communities will no longer 
be sustainable.

But is the news all bad and is it bad in every rural 
place? In the fall of 2015 we set out to find out. 
Focusing on Wisconsin, and funded by a USDA Hatch 
grant, our first goal was to find out how common 
the brain drain trend was and whether we could 
find communities that were bucking that trend. We 
wanted to know about the exceptions rather than the 
rule. 

We had some concerns about the way that the past 
brain drain research had been conducted. First, 
virtually every prior study has used statistics at the 
county level. The median Wisconsin county is 750 
square miles. Such large areas include a lot of diverse 
places, and many include both urban and rural 
places. And people don’t typically move to counties. 
They move to communities. We wanted to know 
about the exceptions at the community level.  So we 
chose as our unit of analysis the municipality—cities, 
villages and towns. There are over 1800 such places in 
the state (1880 in our database that had to account for 
places prior to mergers). 

Because we were working at a smaller unit of 
analysis, we knew our best data would come 
from the U.S. Census, even though it was older. 
With assistance from the UW-Madison Applied 
Population Laboratory, we gathered young adult 
population statistics for 1990, 2000 and 2010 for 
each municipality. We broke “young adults” into 
five-year cohorts: 20-24, 25-29, 30-34 and 35-39. We 
then used three measures to search for our exception 
communities. The first measure was places where 
the numbers of young adults grew from 1990-2010. 
We called these places gainers. These places were 
exceptional—the median percentage “growth” of 
young adults across our communities was actually a 
negative 22%. The second measure was municipalities 

that averaged percentages of young adults above 
the median for communities in the state across the 
three census periods, which was 24%. We called these 
maintainers. We tried to use a third measure—the 
growth in the percentage of young adults in a place. 
But this measure yielded only a few small towns 
where the growth was accounted for simply because 
of a new subdivision or two. We also controlled for 
what the census calls “group quarters” housing to 
limit the effects of prisons and college dormitories. 

To be considered an exception, we decided that 
a community needed to be both a gainer and a 
maintainer. Only 280, or 15%, of the municipalities 
in the state met these two conditions. The area of the 
state where we are least likely to find exceptions is 
in the most rural region—up north. The map of the 
state shows the situation dramatically. The green dots 
are our exceptions. But it is also important to see that 
youth brain drain is not simplvy a rural reality. The 
orange squares represent population centers greater 
than 39,000 people. And the orange squares inside the 
state borders without an overlapping green dot are 
also places that are not exceptions. In fact, Milwaukee 
County rivals the rural areas in its absence of 
municipalities that are gaining and maintaining 
young adults.
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We can also represent the situation statistically. The 
table shows the differences between our exceptions 
and the other communities in relation to distance to 
cities and freeways. The non-gainers/maintainers 
were almost twice as far from a freeway and 
almost 50% as far from a city of 39,000 people or 
greater. Nearly twice as many gainer/maintainer 
communities were within 20 miles of those cities as 
the non-gainer/maintainer communities. 

Table 1 Gainers/
Maintainers

Non-Gainers/
Maintainers

Count 280 1600
Average distance 
(miles) to freeway

15.5 29.4

Average distance 
(miles) within 20 
miles of city >39,000

24.2 33.4

Percent of communi-
ties within 20 miles 
of city >39,000

46% 37%

From Demographic to Case Studies
We didn’t want to just know who was gaining and 
maintaining but also why. Our second goal was to 
find strategies that other communities could use to 
grow and keep their young adult populations. And 
the only way to do that was to actually get to know 
those communities a bit and learn what people 
believed attracted and kept young adults in them. 

So we went through an intensive process of selecting 
case studies. After dividing the state up into regions 
using the Wisconsin Workforce Development Board 
map, holding many discussions with county-based 
University of Wisconsin Extension educators, and 
conducting brief site visits in a medium list of 
potential communities, we ended up with twelve case 
studies. They varied from communities that were 
technically rural to communities that were contiguous 
to small cities to communities that looked and acted 
rural even though they were located in counties 
classified as part of metropolitan statistical areas. We 
did not choose the “best” gainers and maintainers, 
but the most diverse, in hopes of learning diverse 
lessons.

Case Study Places in Wisconsin Workforce 
Development Board Regions
Toward that goal, we used an “informant” interview 
method focused on people with deep knowledge 
about each community—usually because they lived 
there but sometimes because they owned a business, 
worked, or had other sources of deep knowledge 
of the community. Also, rather than limiting the 
interviews to asking young adults only about 
themselves, we also asked them to talk about young 
adults in general in the community, similar to the now 
widely accepted research method that asks people 
who they think will win the election, rather than who 
they will vote for. Such a method can get accurate 
information even from a non-representative sample. 
We also followed a grounded theory approach where 
the interviewer looks for themes that regularly repeat 
themselves, which can often happen after only a 
handful of interviews. 

What we found through this method was that the 
case study communities had more in common than 
we expected. In each place, the community qualities 
important to young adults were schools, housing, 
distance from more urban areas, outdoor amenities, 
sense of community and desire for diversity. For this 
report we will explore these characteristics through 
the eyes of the people we interviewed about Plover, 
comparing them to the more general findings. 
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The Case of Plover
The Plover case study was developed out of 15 in-
depth interviews. Six interview participants were 
Plover residents. One other grew up there. Two 
people worked in Plover but did not live there. Four 
people lived in Stevens Point and two in nearby 
towns.

Schools
Very important to the young adults in all of our 
case study communities were schools. And Plover 
residents were no exception in focusing on the 
importance of the schools. They were pleased with 
the selection of elementary schools, which included 
a Waldorf-style elementary school, a Lutheran 
elementary through middle school and a Catholic 
elementary school. There was a general concern for 
the size and offerings of the high school however. 

Especially in the smaller communities among our case 
studies, elementary schools were crucial for young 
adults. Everywhere, it seemed, young adults were 
looking for schools where they felt the teachers, staff, 
children and parents were part of a caring community 
where everyone knew each other. The people of 
Plover are no different. The concerns about the high 
school, which is in Stevens Point, may be partly due 
to the fact that it is in Stevens Point.

Housing
Overall, all but two interview participants noted that 
they consider the housing in the area to be affordable 
especially for homeowners. But there was some 
concern about the prices of rental housing. Some 
people found that their mortgage payments were no 
more costly than their previous rent. And space was 
also important. Especially as young adults became 
parents, having a large enough house with a large 
enough yard with a small enough mortgage was 
important. 

Plover is thus pretty similar to our other case study 
communities. Housing affordability was one of the 
most important community characteristics for young 
adults. But affordability meant different things in 
different communities. People in communities closest 
to larger cities were willing to bear more expense than 
people further away. And the relative affordability 
of home ownership compared to renting is why 
most people described their communities as better 
for young families rather than young singles. And 
while a number of our case study communities were 
searching for the right balance between rental and 
owner-occupied housing, this issue did not come 
up so much in Plover because of the next important 
characteristic. 

The City Connection
One of the most interesting findings from our case 
study research was that, in every single community, 
the relationship between that place and the area cities 

Photo credit: Celebrate Plover

Photo credit: CREATE Portage County
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was important. This was true even in the most remote 
of our case studies—Hayward—where Duluth was 
an important destination for shopping and services. 
To a large extent, young adults chose small and rural 
communities not for their jobs and local commerce, 
but because they were small places with a community 
feel. But they also chose them because they were 
both far enough away from, and near enough to, 
larger cities that had the jobs and commerce they 
also wanted. This dual attraction and rejection of the 
urban was a powerful defining feature of our case 
study places. 

Plover was the most extreme case of this city-
small community symbiosis. Most of our interview 
participants saw Plover as indistinguishable from 
Stevens Point, the larger community to its north with 
whom it shares a short stretch of border. The two 
communities are otherwise separated by Whiting. 
Our interview participants describe how many 
people seem to move their residence freely around 
the area and can identify with any one of the three 
communities even when they live in the other. 
Stevens Point was clearly the jobs center, with people 
noting the importance of old insurance and new 
high tech corporations, as well as the hospital and 
the University of Wisconsin-Stevens Point. But some 
people also noted differences in the culture of Plover 
compared to Stevens Point, seeing Plover as more 
oriented to development and automobiles. 

This urban-small town connection between 
Plover and Stevens Point was unique in one other 
unexpected way. Plover’s proximity to the University 
and greater Stevens Point area has contributed to its 
larger young adult population. Participants often 
mentioned the University as an employer, location for 
cultural and entertainment events, and as an attractor 
of young adults to the area. They also told stories of 
UWSP alumni who moved to Plover. You may recall 
that we specifically tried to control for the influence 
of universities on communities, but we did not 
consider how far that influence may extend. We found 
Onalaska—about the same distance from La Crosse 
(the home of UW-La Crosse) as Plover is from Stevens 
Point—to be similar in providing a home for alumni. 

The Great Outdoors
Young adults like the outdoors. And they like them 
all year-round. In the Plover area the Schmeeckle 
Reserve and the Green Circle Trail were regular 
mentions in our interviews. Silent sports—kayaking, 
biking, hiking—came up more than motorized 
outdoor recreation, along with hunting and fishing. 
Outdoor team sports—ultimate frisbee, kickball, 
volleyball—were mentioned. And the summer music 
series was popular for young adults. And while these 
are not Plover specific events, the unique sense of 
connection between a small community and a small 
city so close to each other made the distinction seem 
to not matter. 

Plover was probably on the upper end among our 
case studies in providing easy access to nearby 
outdoor recreation for individuals and families. But 
other case study communities ranging from one end 
of the state to the other also provided a variety of 
outdoor recreation opportunities. 

Photo credit: CREATE Portage County

Photo credit: Ignite Leadership Network
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Sense of Community
The young adults who moved to our case study 
communities were looking for a sense of community. 
They mentioned the need for a community feel in 
their evaluation of the schools, in their desire to keep 
growth under control, in their hope for feeling safe 
and secure. 

Their desire for a sense of community also influenced 
how they thought about the issue of “growth” in 
Plover. When asked about how they would like 
Plover to grow, interview participants again blurred 
the lines between Plover and Stevens Point, and 
between small town and urban. On the small town 
side people focused on the sense of safety they 
wanted, and on the desire to meet community needs 
through volunteerism more than an expansion of 
government services. On the urban side, Plover was 
one of the few case study locations where people 
expressed comfort with increasing density rather than 
sprawl. This was unusual to hear even compared to 
our most populous community, West Bend. 

A Desire for Diversity
Finally, and most surprising, was that nine of our 
interview participants expressed a desire for more 
diversity in the community. This was not the only 
community where we heard an appreciation for 
diversity, but it was the one where we heard it most 
frequently. In the other places where the topic of 
diversity came up, it was in the context of existing 
diversity in the community. In Plover, however, 
it was more of a discussion about the absence of 
diversity. People saw diversity as adding to the 
cultural richness of the place, and to the possibility of 
improved understanding for everyone.

This desire for diversity is interesting in light of the 
desire for a sense of community that was defined 
as a sense of safety. Safety is usually coupled with 
predictability and predictability is usually coupled 
with sameness. Diversity introduces unpredictability 
and difference. And racial diversity in particular 
can mean engaging people who are often unfairly 
stereotyped as dangerous. Our interview participants 
did not specify who they were referring to in wishing 
for more diversity.

Photo credit: Black Rabbit Farms

Photo credit: Ignite Leadership Network

Photo credit: CREATE Portage County
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Implications 
The various venues in which we’ve presented this 
research over the past year have produced some 
interesting reactions among our audiences. So many 
public officials focused on the development of 
villages have thought of development as economic 
development—producing jobs. But we have little 
evidence that young adults are drawn to small and 
rural places by jobs. In fact, given the concern across 
Wisconsin’s smaller communities about filling jobs, 
such a strategy may be misplaced. Young adults, it 
seems, choose their jobs in the cities—places they 
see as providing the kinds of professional jobs with 
advancement potential that they seek. They choose 
small and rural communities as places to live, not 
work. And the implications for this can be quite 
profound. If people want large places to work, shop 
and be entertained; and small places to live, then 
we must pursue regional, not local, development 
strategies. What happens when we think about 
producing jobs in cities, and lifestyles in small 
communities?

Plover is in a situation with particularly interesting 
potential for this kind of development. Many of 
our interviewees are not afraid of bringing some 
sustainable urbanism perspectives into thinking 
about growth in Stevens Point and its surrounding 
communities including Plover. A number of our 
interview participants see forms of sustainable 
urbanism--growing up and in rather than out--as 
consistent with broader sustainability principles 
that protect farmland and promote walkability and 
bike-ability. At the same time, they highly value the 
outdoor amenities available in the immediate region, 
and it may be because of those amenities that they 
prefer growth to be up and in rather than out.

Photo credit: CREATE Portage County



20 CWERB Economic Indicators Report - Central Wisconsin

 

Notes



 ABOUT THE CWERB 

Established in 1983, the Central Wisconsin 
Economic Research Bureau (CWERB) is a non-profit 
organization whose operating budget is funded by 
sponsorships and supplemented by the UWSP School 
of Business Economics. The mission of the CWERB 
is to foster cooperative economic development of 
the Central Wisconsin region through the following 
activities:

• The production, dissemination and presentation 
of timely broad-level regional economic 
information to local business, governmental and 
community stakeholders.

• The provision of educational opportunities to 
UW-Stevens Point students that give them hands-
on experience that develop applied research 
skills.

• The completion of specialized research projects 
that broadly support economic development in 
the Central Wisconsin region.

• The cooperation and collaboration among 
regional stakeholders. 

 VISION STATEMENT 

A knowledge-based infrastructure that promotes 
a thriving and prosperous Central Wisconsin 
community in a rapidly changing global economy.
 

 CWERB STATEMENT OF PRINCIPLES 

The UW-Stevens Point CWERB chooses to engage in 
activities that broadly support the Central Wisconsin 
economy. It provides objective, unbiased and 
transparent economic analysis designed to enhance 
decision-making in the community, both the private 
and public sectors.

As part of a public institution, the CWERB should 
perform activities that promote the public interest at 
large rather than serve narrow private interests. In 
doing so, the CWERB seeks to help expand the size 
of the economic pie overall rather than support an 
individual constituent expand its share of the pie at 
the expense of other stakeholders. 

The CWERB focuses on projects that are potential 
pareto-improvements. In other words, the CWERB 
pursues only those activities that make at least one 
stakeholder better off without making any other 
stakeholder worse off.

ABOUT THE CENTRAL WISCONSIN ECONOMIC RESEARCH BUREAU

School of Business & Economics
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www.uwsp.edu/business/cwerb
facebook.com/uwspsbe
twitter.com/uwspcwerb


