Patterns in Wisconsin Manufacturing

Manufacturing has been, and to a large extent remains, a major component of the Wisconsin
economy. Today manufacturing accounts for about 485,000 jobs, which remarkably is about
the same level of employment as in 1970 (Figure 1). While the fluctuation in manufacturing
employment is clear over recessionary periods, the strong decline in manufacturing employ-
ment for the larger U.S. economy, as well as manufacturing dependent states such as lllinois
and Michigan, suggests that manufacturing may no longer be a significant source of employ-
ment growth. This downward trend in manufacturing employment in Wisconsin is clearly evi-
dent in the period after 1990.

Manufacturing employment today is about the same level as 1970, but the shorter-term
trends since 1990 are downward.

Though the level of employment in manufacturing seems stable, manufacturing employs a
smaller share of all workers.

In recent decades, manufacturing’s contribution to Wisconsin Gross State Product has
been stable.

Much like employment, longer-term trends see manufacturing productivity trending up-
ward, but since the end of the Great Recession growth in productivity has been flat.

Wisconsin manufacturing productivity per worker is far below the national average and
other Midwestern states.
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Figure 1: Total Full-Time and Part-Time Manufacturing Employment
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Figure 2: Manufacturing Employment as a Share of Total Nonfarm Employment by State,
1970-2015
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Figure 3: Manufacturing’s contribution to State GDP 2000-2016
(Adjusted for Inflation, in 20095)
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Figure 4: Manufacturing Industry Gross State Product per Worker
(Adjusted for Inflation, $2009)
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that pie has been declining.

While Wisconsin’s elected officials
tend to focus economic policy dis-
cussions around jobs an additional
important measure of manufactur-
ing’s contribution is gross domestic
product (GDP). Unfortunately, state
level data for GDP (referred to a
gross state product, GSP) at the in-
dustrial level begins in 2000 which
limits our analysis to a shorter-term
timeframe. Over the 2000 to 2016
period manufacturing’s contribution
to Wisconsin GSP declined slightly
from about 21.5% to 18.5%. This
compares to the U.S. where manu-
facturing accounted for about 12%
of GDP over the same time period.
Only Indiana has a higher level of
dependency on manufacturing.

One reason that manufacturing em-
ployment has been declining over
the past several years is increases in
worker productivity (Figure 4). From
1997 to before the start of the Great
Recession Wisconsin manufacturing
productivity has been increasing, but
in the recovery period starting in
2010 gains in productivity has been
flat if not slightly declining. On its
own this should be alarming, but it
mimics national trends. Perhaps
more of a concern is that compared
to the nation and other Midwestern
states Wisconsin’s productivity per
worker is the lowest. This raises se-
rious questions about the ability of
manufacturing to remain a vibrant
piece of the growth and develop-
ment puzzle. Even with the poten-
tial surrounding Foxconn, it by itself
is too small to impact these larger
trends in Wisconsin manufacturing.
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