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DEPARTMENT OF AGRICULTURAL AND APPLIED ECONOMICS 

On-Farm Activity’s Contribution to  

Wisconsin Employment 2012 

 
Agriculture has historically been considered a backbone of the Wisconsin econ-

omy.  Over time, however, other components, such as the service producing 

sectors including tourism-recreation and business services to name a few, have 

grown more important.  This raises the question, how much does agriculture 

contribute to the modern Wisconsin economy.  Using data from 2012, the 

most current year available, we seek to provide insights into that fundamental 

question. 

Using a input-output model of the Wisconsin economy and several sub-regions 

to capture the multiplier effects we find that on-farm activity, such as dairy, 

crop, fruit and vegetable and beef production among others, contributes about 

153,900 jobs which is 4.4% of total employment within Wisconsin.  This com-

pares to 132,000 jobs from the previous contribution of agriculture analysis by 

Deller and Williams (2009) which explored 2007 data.  This represents and in-

crease of almost 22,000 jobs, an increase of 16.5 percent.  This increase is con-

siderable given the drought conditions in southern Wisconsin in 2012.   

If we look across Wisconsin 

we observe significant vari-

ation in the contribution of 

on-farm activity to regional 

employment.  For example, 

in absolute terms on-farm 

activity contributes 24,900 

jobs in South Central Wis-

consin, but that amounts to 

only 4.0 percent of total 

employment.   



Steven Deller, Department of Agricultural and Applied Economics, University of Wisconsin—Madison/Extension 

Methods of Analysis 

In this study we use an input-output model of the economy at the state level and the nine sub-regions of 

Wisconsin defined by National Agricultural Statistic Service (NASS).  Input-output models can be viewed 

as a “spreadsheet” of the economy where buyers or demand move across the columns of the spread-

sheet and sellers or supply move down the rows.  An individual cell of the spreadsheet captures the dol-

lar flow from sellers (supply) and buyers (demand).  A key to the model is that the economy is in 

“equilibrium” or demand equals supply.  In this framework we can trace how changes in one sector rip-

ples throughout the entire economy.  These ripples are widely known as the “multiplier effect”.  For this 

study these multipliers are custom to the region we are examining and reflect the economy in 2012. 
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Employment in Farming Growth Index Some parts of Wisconsin are much more 

dependent on on-farm activity for em-

ployment.  For example, in North East 

Wisconsin nearly one-in-ten jobs can be 

traced to on-farm activity directly and 

through the multiplier effect (total of 

7,900 jobs).  South Western Wisconsin is 

much more heavily dependent on on-farm 

activity with 15.5 percent of all jobs 

traced to farming (total of 20,700 jobs).  

Even South Eastern Wisconsin, which is 

dominated by the Milwaukee metropoli-

tan area, has 9,750 jobs generated by on-

farm activity.  But in terms of the larger 

South Eastern economy this represents 

less than one percent of total employ-

ment. 

If we look at simple farm employment be-

fore any multiplier effect is considered, 

the drought conditions in 2012 is evident 

in a noticeable decline.  Indeed, the de-

cline in 2012 broke a trend of direct farm 

employment stability from 2006 to 2011.  

Given better growing conditions today we 

would expect that marked decline to re-

verse. 


