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Research Findings and Priority Actions
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Introduction

In the fall of 1995, a collection of groups
and local leaders, coordinated by
University UNITED, started a Business
Retention and Expansion (BR&E) program
along the University-Midway corridor of
St. Paul. They visited 31 manufacturing
firms and used the results to develop
strategic action plans for encouraging the
retention and expansion of these firms.

Objectives: The project’s objectives were
to:

1) demonstrate the community’s
appreciation to the firms for their
economic contributions;

2) identify the concerns of these existing
firms so that the local business climate
could be improved; and

3) learn the future plans of the area’s firms
with respect to expansion and relocation.

A team of 15 University of Minnesota
faculty, development professionals, and
business people reviewed the results and
developed suggested recommendations.
While this was being done, the St. Paul
Port Authority followed up on immediate
issues that needed attention. Already
several firms have been assisted with these
"red flag" issues. For example, a new
building was found for one manufacturer
that had been considering moving from the

area. Three other firms were helped to
implement labor training programs. All
firms received a follow-up information
packet tailored to their specific requests
made during the firm visit.

Upon completion of the research report,
31 members of the task force met to
discuss the results, review the suggested
actions, and set priorities for helping the
University-Midway firms.

Attributes of Firms Visited

The Task Force focused the survey on 38
larger manufacturing firms with higher
wages that were likely to expand. Thirty
one (82%) of these firms completed the
hour-long interviews.

Number of Jobs: The median number of
full-time jobs per firm was 65 compared to
35 for all manufacturing firms in the area.
The smallest firm had 16 full-time jobs
and the largest had 600. A total of 2,655
jobs were covered by the survey.

Wages and Benefits: The average weekly
wage for the firms selected was $862
compared to $779 for all manufacturing
firms in this area. For production
employees, the mean average hourly wage
was $12.25, with a range of $7.50 to
$17.40. At least 90% provided paid
vacation time, with 88% providing some
form of health insurance.

BREE Strategies Program is an applied research/educational program of the Minnesocta Extension
Service, University of Minnesota and sponsored locally by University UNITED, McKnight Foundation,
St. Paul Port Authority, Western Bank & Insurance Agency and Concordia College



Expected Growth: Nearly all firms (97%)
expect the demand for their products to
grow, 71 % plan to modernize or expand
their operations, and 29 % foresee hiring
new employees. Employment in the
Midway firms visited grew by 8% from
1994 to 1995 and was projected to increase
by 5% over the next year.

Strategy One:
EXPAND LABOR SUPPLY
AND QUALITY

Overview of Strategy One:

To maintain a competitive
advantage, firms must
constantly be improving the
quality of their products
while keeping costs reasonably
similar to competitors. An
adequate supply of high
quality labor is probably the
most critical factor in
maintaining a firms
competitive edge. While most
firms would like to use higher
wages as a means of attracting
or retaining skilled
employees, they must balance
this with the need to keep
costs competitive.

Two approaches can be taken to
increase the supply of labor
at affordable wages. First,
employers can be helped to
increase the wages they can
afford to pay and remain
competitive by increasing the
productivity of their labor.
Second, the number of persons
willing to work at each wage
rate can be increased by
reducing some of their costs
of working (e.g. providing
lower cost transportation or
day care.)

Survey Results for Strategy
One:

Recruiting Problems: Fifty
percent or more of the firms
reported problems recruiting
unskilled workers, semi-
skilled workers, and skilled
workers (Table 1).

Currently, firms locate new
employees primarily through
internal promotions (90%) and
referrals from existing
employees (87%). Only about
1/3 used the Minnesota Job
Service.

Table 1
EMPLOYEE RECRUITMENT PROBLEMS
Midway Firms, 1995

Category of Percent w/

Employee Problems
Skilled employees 61%
Semi-skilled 50
Unskilled 50
Professional 25
. Management 23
Clerical : 21

Source: BR&E Survey (Ql7a)

Availability of Labor: Firms
listed this as one of the most
important factors (tied with
workers’ compensation rate)
influencing the location of
similar firms. Eighty-eight
percent of the firms rated
this as either important or
very important to location
decisions.

Employee Turnover was rated as
low or very low by over 60% of
the firms. While 13% rated it
high, none rated it very high.
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