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The COVID-19 pandemic has been the primary influence on the economy and workforce activity in 
Wisconsin since March of 2020. The two-month recession attributable to COVID-19 ended the longest 
economic expansion on record. Reactions to COVID-19 affected every industry and geography in the state. 
The results were seen in stark terms over the course of a few months and throughout the following year. Job 
numbers plummeted. Unemployment insurance claims skyrocketed. The workforce sagged but remained 
fairly intact. The unemployment rate shot up from near record lows in March 2020, to almost 15% in April 
2020 in the state. By November 2021, statewide unemployment had returned to historic lows. 
 

The outlook for the state's economy is positive, although the ramifications of new viral strains are yet to be 
determined. Wisconsin's GDP is on the verge of overtaking pre-COVID levels and state job numbers have 
returned to 96% of pre-pandemic levels. A few industries' employment, such as manufacturing, construction 
and professional business services, are back near or over pre-pandemic levels.  
 

Private businesses continue to voice concerns about their inability to attract talent and workers in general. 
The primary underlying challenge is the demographic situation of Baby Boomers exiting the workforce. This 
lifecycle event will continue to complicate the ability of employers to find workers and talent. This is not just 
a Wisconsin problem but one that affects the upper Midwest, the U.S. as a whole, much of Western Europe, 
and in fact, the developed world. Even China faces a talent shortage. Many of the solutions offered to attract 
workers to a particular firm are microeconomic solutions in practice (e.g., wage increases, signing bonuses, 
schedule flexibility), while the underlying demographic trends and quantity challenge are a macroeconomic 
problem.  

2021 Wisconsin Overview 
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Employment 

Wisconsin’s labor force held relatively 
steady through the pandemic, decreasing 
from 3.075 million in February 2020, to 
3.054 million in December 2020. It has 
since recovered to 3.109 million as of 
August 2021.   
 

The jobs situation, in contrast, was severely 
impacted by the pandemic and has not fully 
recovered. Total nonfarm jobs peaked in 
February 2020, at 2.997 million on a 
seasonally adjusted basis. By April 2020, 
407,800 jobs had been lost. As of November 
2021, jobs totaled 2.893 million, still down 
some 104,000 from February 2020 levels. 

Short-run Outlook? 

As this is being written in December of 2021, job growth has slowed and has even recorded negative 
months. The industry that suffered the greatest impact from COVID-19 has been the leisure and hospitality 
industry, losing more than 50% of its jobs at one point. All other industries have been affected in some 
manner; for example, manufacturing lost less than 5% of its jobs, and recovered more quickly, as have the 
construction, and warehousing and distribution sectors. Even so, workers are scarce.   
 

Businesses' pursuit of workers has brought about wage and benefit increases along with signing bonuses 
and other incentives to try to attract workers. There are, however, other workforce barriers such as 
transportation, dependent care, housing affordability, and the uncertainty of workplace safety surrounding 
COVID-19 that also need to be overcome.  
 

Supply logistics interruptions have been a factor through the pandemic. Disruptions in global supply chains 
have forced input shortages in many industries, raising prices and curtailing production. Most notable has 
been the lack of semiconductors, affecting almost every industry, particularly the automobile 
manufacturers. Sorting out and readjusting the global supply chain will take time. Further disruptions 
cannot be ruled out depending on additional COVID waves.  
 

The supply bottlenecks have put unwelcome upward pressure on inflation, sending the price of raw 
materials, food, and energy higher, increasing the PPI (Producer Price Index) and the CPI (Consumer Price 
Index). U.S. PPI final demand index rose 8.3% for the 12 months ended in August, the largest advance since 
12-month data were first calculated in November 2010. Likewise, over the last 12 months, the all-items CPI 
increased 5.3% before seasonal adjustment. 
 

Expectations are for inflation pressures to ease as supply chains are reconstructed and altered; however, the 
timing of that is uncertain.    

Graphic 1: Wisconsin Jobs 

The unemployment rate path was equally volatile. Wisconsin's March 2020 seasonally adjusted 
unemployment rate was near historic lows at 3.2%. By that April, it had risen to 14.8%.  It has since 
decreased to 3.0% as of November 2021, tied with the previous record low from November 2018. 
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Long-run Challenge? 

The primary long-term challenge facing Wisconsin's economic future remains workforce quantity. The 
demographic situation facing the state, other upper-Midwest states, and most of the western economies will 
advance unaltered in the coming decades.    
 

While Wisconsin's population will continue to grow over the next 20 years, the workforce faces serious 
constraints. The labor force trend began to flatten in 2008 as the first Baby Boomers (those born in 1946) 
reached age 62 and began to leave the workforce. Baby Boomers continue to exit the workforce in great 
numbers.  

And, with home prices surging and investment portfolio values at historic highs, older workers may decide, 
as many did before the housing bubble burst in 2007, to leave the workforce now and permanently.    
 

The number of retiring Baby Boomers nearly matches the influx of new workers, resulting in a slow-growing 
workforce and placing constraints on the ability of employers across industries to secure talent. Many 
businesses report that the lack of available workers has hindered expansion, and in some cases, even 
curtailed the ability to meet current business needs. 
 

Graphic 2: Wisconsin Population and Labor Force 

There are four solutions to the macroeconomic labor quantity challenge: 1) offshoring production,                
2) immigration, 3) mitigating barriers to employment of the chronically unemployed, and 4) technological 
advancement.  Critical to the technology solution is the concomitant match of labor skills with technologies' 
sophistication.  This is true for designing, building, installing, operating, and maintaining the advanced 
equipment as well as for development of the infrastructure and facilities needed to support technological 
progress.       
 

Worker skills must align with skills demanded by the position.  If you have the talent and not the job, the 
talent goes elsewhere.  If you have the job and not the talent, the job goes elsewhere.  For Wisconsin to 
successfully compete in the global economy, the state needs to attract and retain everybody it can and 
educate and train everybody to match the requirements of the new technologies.   
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 Columbia County 

Population and Demographics  

Columbia County added 301 residents from 2010 to 2020. With a population of 57,134, the county ranks as 

the 26th largest in Wisconsin, slightly smaller than its western neighbor, Sauk County. Its growth rate of 

0.53% over the period ranks 47th out of the state's 72 counties. The city of Columbus experienced the 

fastest growth (3.93%) among Columbia County's 10 most populous municipalities. Within this group, seven 

grew in population from 2010 to 2020, while three declined. These municipalities account for over 62% of 

the county's 2020 total population, yet only about 50% of the growth over the period. They are 

geographically spread throughout the county, with the county's largest municipality, Portage, located in the 

northwest quadrant.  

Columbia County 

Natural increase and migration are the two 

components of population change. A natural 

increase of the population occurs when there are 

more births than deaths, while an increase from 

migration arises when more people enter the 

county than exit. Columbia County ranks 35th in 

the state for natural increase rate (0.94%). 

Columbia is one of 21 Wisconsin counties with 

negative net migration over the period. 

Interestingly, of Columbia's seven border counties, 

only one has experienced negative net migration 

(Sauk). Improving the county's net migration could 

help to mitigate workforce challenges that will 

persist as Baby Boomers continue to retire. 

Graphic 3: 10 Most Populous Municipalities in County 

Source: Demographic Services Center, Wisconsin Department of Administration 

Graphic 4: Components of Population Change 
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 Columbia County 

Leisure and Hospitality experienced the second largest percentage (-11.73%) and numeric (-300) decreases. 

Though Columbia does not have as high an employment share in this supersector as two other counties in 

the Wisconsin Dells area (Sauk and Adams), its 10.38% value ranks 19th out of 70 Wisconsin counties with 

available data. Despite accounting for fewer net jobs lost compared to Accommodation and Food Services, 

the Arts, Entertainment, and Recreation sector within the broader Leisure and Hospitality supersector 

declined by a steeper percentage (-20.60% vs. -9.22%). Amidst the losses detailed above, note that four 

supersectors within the county added jobs over the year, with Construction having the highest numeric (40) 

and percentage (4.26%) gains. 

Manufacturing is the largest supersector in the 

county, accounting for over a quarter of 

employment and nearly one-third of total payroll. 

Jobs in the supersector declined slightly year-over-

year; 121 jobs on net were lost, equating to a 

2.10% decrease. Among the five largest 

Manufacturing subsectors in Columbia, Food 

Manufacturing experienced the greatest numeric 

(42) and percentage (3.76%) gains, while Printing

and Related Support Activities posted the largest

numeric (-65) and percentage (-8.82%) decreases.

Over the course of 

2020, employment in 

the county decreased 

by 949 jobs (4.18%) 

across all industries. 

Employment by Industry 

Total jobs in Columbia County in 2020 declined 4.18%, or 949 jobs. All Wisconsin counties experienced year 
-over-year total job declines amidst the COVID-19 pandemic, with Columbia's percent change ranked 21st. 
Natural Resources and Mining experienced the largest percentage decline year-over-year (-12.93%). Due to 
a small amount of total employment share, this equates to a net 41 jobs lost. With disruptions to both in-

person schooling and non-essential care and procedures, both the Educational Services and Health Care and 
Social Assistance sectors posted year-over-year declines.

Graphic 5:  2020 Annual Employment by Industry 

Source: WI DWD, Labor Market Information, QCEW 2020 
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 Columbia County 

Total Monthly Employment 

Monthly employment from the Quarterly Census of Employment and Wages (QCEW) is a new addition to the 

county profiles. Historically, county level employment in these reports have been assessed by solely utilizing 

annual average figures. However, the rapid onset of the COVID-19 pandemic necessitated analyzing 

employment at a higher frequency as well. Monthly numbers also allow for commentary about seasonal 

employment patterns. Note that year-over-year comparisons are the most constructive when one is not 

using seasonally adjusted figures. 

Employment bottomed in April 2020 at 19,800. The last time Columbia County had seen such low April 

numbers (fewer than 20,000 jobs) was in 2005, before the chart shown above begins. The year-over-year 

decline in April 2020 was 12.4%, or 2,813 jobs. The Business Cycle Dating Committee of the National Bureau 

of Economic Research (NBER) determined the recession ended April 2020, making it the shortest recession 

on record. In sync with the national recession end declaration, employment recovery in Columbia County 

began May 2020, with the year-over-year decrease improving to -9.3%. Shifting to the most recent figures 

available, compared to June 2020, total employment in Columbia County in June 2021 is 2.3% higher. 

However, this metric benefits from low base effects, as recovery from the steep initial drop was just 

underway. More importantly, compared to June 2019, the county is still down 4.6% jobs. 

Touching briefly on seasonality, using Columbia County total employment figures from 2006 to 2019, the 

month of February had the lowest employment in 12 of the 14 years. Conversely, the month of June had the 

highest employment in all 14 years. The main reason June had the highest, versus July or August, is because 

Educational Services employment does not decline for summer until July. Compared to February, sectors 

such as Construction and Accommodation and Food Services have considerably more employment in the 

warmer months. 

Graphic 6: QCEW Monthly Employment 

Source: WI DWD, Labor Market Information, QCEW Second Quarter, Columbia County 
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 Columbia County 

Unemployment and Labor Force Participation 

Columbia County's peak unemployment timing of April 2020 coincides with its trough of total employment 

in the immediate aftermath of the COVID-19 pandemic. Though the peak rate of 14.9% is above the Great 

Recession peak, recovery has been much faster than what was seen post-Great Recession. Columbia 

County's non-seasonally adjusted October 2021 unemployment rate of 1.9% is tied for 16th lowest in the 

state. It is also the county's lowest October rate in figures going back to 1990. There are many work 

opportunities for job seekers, and employers are getting increasingly creative with retention and attraction 

strategies. Note the Bureau of Labor Statistics made an adjustment with the October 2021 release due to an 

outlier from a neighboring state that impacted Wisconsin's unemployment figures. In the release, September 

2021 was also revised. January-August 2021 figures are expected to be revised next year as part of the 

annual benchmarking process. 

Graphic 7:  Unemployment Rate 

Source: Local Area Unemployment Statistics (LAUS), Bureau of Labor Statistics, Columbia County 

Aside from an outlier increase in 2010, Columbia County's labor force participation rate (LFPR) has steadily 

declined since 2000. The oldest Baby Boomers turned 54 that year, signaling impending retirements and 

labor force exits. Despite all of the impacts of the COVID-19 pandemic on the labor market, Columbia 

County's year-over-year decline in LFPR was only 0.6 percentage points. Columbia County's 2020 LFPR of 

68.8% ranks eighth in the state. 

Graphic 8: Labor Force Participation Rate 

Source: WI DWD, Office of Economic Advisors (OEA), Columbia County 


