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Wisconsin businesses are entering 2026 from a 
position of resilience rather than acceleration. 
After a solid performance in 2025, most compa‑
nies remain optimistic despite elevated econom‑
ic and political noise. While uncertainty persists 
around monetary policy, geopolitics, and domestic 
politics, Wisconsin’s business community contin‑
ues to demonstrate resilience—adapting quick‑
ly and focusing on stability, productivity, and 
long‑term execution. At the same time, business‑
es are operating within a structurally constrained 
growth environment, shaped by long‑running 
labor shortages and slower relative economic 
expansion compared with the national average. 

Client sentiment across the state is constructive 
and forward‑looking. Business leaders consis‑
tently describe a positive operating climate and 
an ability to navigate economic cycles through 
creativity and flexibility. Many companies have 
spent the past several years strengthening 
balance sheets and reducing leverage, positioning 
themselves well to operate effectively despite 
limited labor availability. As a result, clients are 
increasingly focused on expansion opportuni‑
ties in 2026, including acquisitions. In addition to 
driving scale, M&A activity is viewed as a strategic 
lever to deepen leadership benches and mitigate 
persistent labor constraints. 

Operationally, businesses are prioritizing effi‑
ciency and productivity. With labor markets tight 
– a function of demographic pressures and low 
participation rather than strong hiring demand 
– particularly in skilled trades, companies are 
finding ways to “do more with less,” optimizing 
existing workforces through process improve‑
ment and technology adoption. Investments in 
automation and digital tools are rising, not as a 

replacement for labor, but to extend capacity and 
support sustainable growth in a constrained hiring 
environment. 

Manufacturing and construction continue to 
anchor Wisconsin’s economy, even as both sectors 
navigate labor scarcity, tariff exposure, and 
margin pressure. While backlogs provide some 
near‑term visibility, employment growth has been 
uneven, reinforcing the need for disciplined capi‑
tal planning and productivity‑focused investment 
rather than broad expansion. 

Looking ahead, labor remains the most signifi‑
cant structural challenge. Demographic trends are 
tightening the workforce, particularly in trades, 
and elevated housing prices and rental costs are 
increasingly affecting companies’ ability to recruit 
and retain talent. Even so, Wisconsin businesses 
remain focused on execution. There is a broad 
recognition that the fundamentals of the domestic 
economy are sound, and that success will come 
from staying disciplined, investing strategical‑
ly, and growing primarily through efficiency and 
scale rather than workforce expansion, tuning out 
short‑term noise in favor of long‑term opportunity. 

Wisconsin businesses are 
leaning into efficiency and 
disciplined execution as 
manufacturing adapts to a 
slower, more normalized cycle.
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•	 Manufacturing remains 
foundational 

•	 Services and healthcare provide 
stability 

•	 Capital deployment is selective 

•	 Productivity offsets labor softness

Execution and  
Efficiency  
in Wisconsin
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Wisconsin’s economic growth continues to lag the 
national average. Real GDP expanded 1.5% y/y in 
2025 Q3 (with the U.S. at 2.3% y/y), ranking #39 
among states. Underperformance is a perennial 
problem. Except for one quarter (2022Q3), the 
Badger State has lagged the national norm con‑
sistently for more than a decade. Aside from the 
state’s above-average exposure to more cyclical 
industries such as manufacturing and agriculture, 
which can beget temporary bouts of underper‑
formance, the dominant drag on Wisconsin’s 
relative economic performance is its chronically 
constrained labor supply. 

The state’s unemployment rate ended last year 
at 3.1%, which matched the sixth lowest in the 
nation. The combination of this low rate with slow 
growth contrasts with New Hampshire, also with 
a 3.1% jobless rate but posting Top 10 economic 
growth. Wisconsin is among the states with the 
oldest labor force, applying downward pressure 
on the participation rate (which hit a record low 
62.1% in November) and the unemployment rate. 
The Administration’s tightening of immigration 
regulations is problematic for a state trying to 
attract workers. For the record, payroll jobs were 
still up 6.7k in 2025 (or +0.2% y/y), paced by 
healthcare and social assistance (+10.9k), arts, 
entertainment, and recreation (+6.3k), and con‑
struction (+5.1k). This was partly offset by losses 
in retail trade (-5.9k), business administrative and 
waste management services (-5.1k), and manufac‑
turing (-3.8k). 

Turning back to GDP, manufacturing and agricul‑
ture were among the foremost growth influencers 
in the latest interval. Durable goods manufactur‑
ing expanded around 4% y/y, despite the head‑
winds of tariffs (that raise the cost of intermediate 
goods) and retaliation (by Canada and China… 

Wisconsin’s first and third largest export markets, 
respectively). Both countries relaxed their retalia‑
tory actions in September and November, respec‑
tively, but, as of 2025 Q3, agricultural activity was 
still reeling from China’s purchasing pullback along 
with the mix of falling prices (e.g., for dairy prod‑
ucts) and rising costs (e.g., for fertilizer). However, 
in a nod to economic diversity, the largest contrib‑
utor to growth was finance and insurance. 

Meanwhile, housing affordability, an historical 
advantage for the state, is eroding. Amid the 
volume of home sales slipping 2.1% y/y in the 
three months ending January (according to 
Redfin), the median sale price was up 4.3% y/y, 
not having registered a negative result since 
these figures began in 2012. (Note: FHFA figures 
show negatives around the Great Recession.) The 
erosion of affordability is also problematic for a 
state attempting to attract workers. On balance, 
Wisconsin’s labor force challenges remain the key 
factor affecting economic performance this year, 
with sturdy factory output and rebounding agricul‑
ture lending a hand. 

Manufacturing stabilization 
and healthcare growth are 
supporting Wisconsin’s economy 
amid higher costs and softer 
demand.
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DISCLAIMER

The material provided is intended for informational purposes only and is not intended to constitute financial, 
accounting, legal, tax or investment advice. Many factors unknown to us may affect the applicability of any 
statement or comment that we make to your particular circumstances. 

Facts and information provided in the material are believed to be accurate at the time they are posted. How-
ever, the material could include inaccuracies, typographical errors, or out-of-date information. Changes may be 
made at any time to the material without prior notice. 

BMO Capital Markets does not warrant the accuracy, completeness, quality, adequacy or content of the mate-
rial. BMO Capital Markets will not be responsible or liable for any direct, indirect, special, incidental, or conse-
quential damages, or any other damages whatsoever, including, without limitation, lost revenues, lost profits 
or loss of prospective economic advantage, resulting from the use or misuse of the material, or the information 
content thereof, even if advised of the possibility of such damages or such damages are reasonably foresee-
able.

Nothing in the material constitutes a solicitation or offer by BMO Capital Markets to buy or sell products or 
services of any kind whatsoever including without limitation securities or any other financial instrument of any 
issuer.

BMO Capital Markets is a trade name used by BMO Financial Group for the wholesale banking businesses of 
Bank of Montreal, BMO Bank N.A. (member FDIC), Bank of Montreal Europe p.l.c, and Bank of Montreal (China) 
Co. Ltd, the institutional broker dealer business of BMO Capital Markets Corp. (Member FINRA and SIPC) and the 
agency broker dealer business of Clearpool Execution Services, LLC (Member FINRA and SIPC) in the U.S., and 
the institutional broker dealer businesses of BMO Nesbitt Burns Inc. (Member Canadian Investment Regulatory 
Organization and Member Canadian Investor Protection Fund) in Canada and Asia, Bank of Montreal Europe 
p.l.c. (authorised and regulated by the Central Bank of Ireland) in Europe and BMO Capital Markets Limited 
(authorised and regulated by the Financial Conduct Authority) in the UK and Australia and carbon credit origina-
tion, sustainability advisory services and environmental solutions provided by Bank of Montreal, BMO Radicle 
Inc., and Carbon Farmers Australia Pty Ltd. (ACN 136 799 221 AFSL 430135) in Australia. “Nesbitt Burns” is a reg-
istered trademark of BMO Nesbitt Burns Inc., used under license. “BMO Capital Markets” is a trademark of Bank 
of Montreal, used under license. “BMO (M-Bar roundel symbol)” is a registered trademark of Bank of Montreal, 
used under license. 

® Registered trademark of Bank of Montreal in the United States, Canada and elsewhere. 

Trademark of Bank of Montreal in the United States and Canada.


