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•Expanding Recreation Opportunities

•Matching Staffing to Support Community Growth

•Growing and Maintaining Workforce Housing

EXECUTIVE SUMMARY 

Beginning in January 2024, the City of Rhinelander engaged Northspan to conduct a strategic planning process. 

The process began with the following planned deliverables:  

•Vision Statement

•Mission Statement

• Core Values

• Environmental Scan

• SWOT Analysis

• 5-Year Strategic Directions/Goals, Actions/Strategies & Outcomes/Objectives

• Timeline

• Templates for Monitoring Success and Key Performance Indicators

During the process, a City of Rhinelander strategy committee defined the following mission, vision, core values, 

and strategic directions: 

VISION: To be the hub of the Northwoods, inspiring the next generation of Hodags.

MISSION: We provide excellent services to foster growth and development, creating a welcoming,

desirable place to thrive.

CORE VALUES:

Inclusive: We prioritize the active participation, representation, and respect of all community  
members, regardless of their backgrounds, abilities, or perspectives, fostering a welcoming and 
equitable environment for all.

Resourceful: We effectively and creatively utilize available resources to overcome challenges and 
achieve our goals.

Proud: We share a sense of collective achievement, identity, and appreciation for our community’s 
heritage, accomplishments, and values. Go Hodags!

Safe: We are committed to creating an environment where all residents feel protected from harm.

STRATEGIC DIRECTIONS:

•Identifying and Prioritizing Revenue Sources and Uses

•Utilizing Technology for External Communication

•Investing in Training for City Staff and Officials

This document provides an overview of the new strategic plan, which will guide the City of Rhinelander’s work for the next five 

years. Details on the planning process and supporting documents from that process are available in the appendices.
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OVERVIEW

The City of Rhinelander is the county seat of Oneida County, Wisconsin, which is in the northeast portion of the state. 

It first emerged as a community in the late 1880’s and has grown to over 8,000 residents. Known for its outdoor 

recreational activities like fishing, hunting, biking, and skiing, Rhinelander attracts visitors year-round to explore its 

lakes, trails, and forests. The city also celebrates its unique culture and history through the Rhinelander Hodag, a 

mythical creature said to inhabit the local forests. The Hodag has become a symbol of the city, embodying the 

community’s spirit and its connection to the natural environment. 

After several years of leadership changes, Rhinelander sought to create a strategic plan to foster cohesion and 

collaboration across city departments and the city council. In January 2024, the City of Rhinelander engaged 

Northspan to facilitate a 10-year strategic plan with a five-year focus. City leadership engaged the City Council 

and city staff members in a process to lay the groundwork for future success. 

Participants in the strategy planning committee included the mayor, city administrator, seven alderpersons on the City 

Council, and eleven city department heads. The group’s strategic planning process included a community survey, a 

strategic planning committee survey and city leadership interviews in February, four strategic planning workshops in 

March, and an opportunity for feedback and edits in early April before final approval on April 29, 2024. The new 

strategic plan seeks to bring together many of the city’s activities behind a common vision, mission, and core values 

and provide concrete, measurable steps with which to make the vision a reality. 
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STRATEGIC PLAN

This strategic plan is the culmination of a planning process conducted from January 2024 to April 2024. The planning 

established a new vision, mission, core values, and strategic directions for the City of Rhinelander, which are as follows: 

VISION: To be the hub of the Northwoods, inspiring the next generation of Hodags.

MISSION: We provide excellent services to foster growth and development, creating a welcoming,

desirable place to thrive.

CORE VALUES:

 Inclusive: We prioritize the active participation, representation, and respect of all community 
members, regardless of their backgrounds, abilities, or perspectives, fostering a welcoming and 
equitable environment for all.

 Resourceful: We effectively and creatively utilize available resources to overcome challenges 
and achieve our goals.

 Proud: We share a sense of collective achievement, identity, and appreciation for our 
community’s heritage, accomplishments, and values. Go Hodags!

 Safe: We are committed to creating an environment where all residents feel protected from harm.

PRACTICAL VISION:
• Sustainable infrastructure and utilities

• Expanded recreational activities

• Affordable housing

• Improved city operations

• Flourishing local economy and workforce

• Comprehensive community support services and safety

UNDERLYING CONTRADICTIONS:
• Limited resources restrict economic growth

• Conflicts prevent effective collaboration

• Maintaining the status quo slows advancement and innovation

• Unclear direction causes apathy and confusion

• Neglected properties contribute to negative perceptions

STRATEGIC DIRECTIONS:
•Identifying and Prioritizing Revenue Sources and Uses

•Utilizing Technology for External Communication

•Investing in Training for City Staff and Officials

•Expanding Recreation Opportunities

•Matching Staffing to Support Community Growth

•Growing and Maintaining Workforce Housing
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IDENTIFYING AND PRIORITIZING 
REVENUE SOURCES AND USES
DEFINITION: 
This strategic direction aims to ensure financial sustainability and responsible fiscal management by 

maximizing revenue generation while strategically prioritizing expenditures to address community needs 

and priorities. Through effective implementation, the city aims to capitalize on existing and potential funding 

streams to achieve its objectives and garner community backing for its initiatives. 

ACTION STEPS: 

1. Create template that defines services, cost, and staff time

2. Improve fee collection tools

3. Create clear processes and expectations for citizens, businesses, and staff

4. Create a workflow for special events

5. Identify and access innovative economic expansion opportunities

6. Identify and access immediate funding sources

7. Develop process for ordinance updating and maintenance

8. Create capital improvement plan for every department

OUTCOMES: 
•Understand true cost of services including staff time

•Establish priority-based budgeting

•Increase revenue

•Establish consistent enforcement

•Increase grant income

SD1 
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UTILIZING TECHNOLOGY FOR 
EXTERNAL COMMUNICATION 
DEFINITION: 
By utilizing technology for external communication, the city strives to enhance transparency, accessibility, 

and responsiveness in its interactions with the public, strengthening community relations and promoting 

informed civic engagement. 

ACTION STEPS: 

1. Identify applications to communicate and collect fees

2. Identify video content opportunities utilizing social media

3. Install in-person online payment option in city hall and other areas

4. Update phone system

5. All city departments on one server

OUTCOMES: 

• Update and maintain technology

• Reduce in-person requirements for citizens

• Increase citizen participation on boards & commissions

SD2 
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INVESTING IN TRAINING FOR 
CITY STAFF AND OFFICIALS 
DEFINITION: 
This strategic direction endeavors to cultivate a workforce equipped with the latest tools, methodologies, 

and best practices necessary to effectively fulfill their roles and responsibilities within the city administra-

tion. By prioritizing continuous learning and skill-building initiatives, the city seeks to foster a culture of 

excellence, innovation, and adaptability among its staff members and city officials, leading to improved 

service delivery and outcomes for the community. 

ACTION STEPS: 

1. Create processes to train subordinates on critical tasks

2. Determine which positions require a succession plan and create them

3. Plan training with one month notice

4. Identify cross training opportunities

5. Explore local or low-cost opportunities to train incoming local officials and staff

6. Create process manuals

7. Record training sessions

8. Improve new employee orientation with technology

OUTCOMES: 

•Succession plans in place for key positions

•Technology is incorporated into staff trainings

SD3 
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INVESTING IN TRAINING FOR 
CITY STAFF AND OFFICIALS 
DEFINITION: 
This strategic direction recognizes the value of having inclusive, accessible, and diverse recreational 

options that cater to the interests and needs of citizens and visitors to Rhinelander. By investing in the 

expansion of recreational amenities and programming, the city seeks to enhance quality of life, promote 

social cohesion, and attract tourism and economic growth to the area. 

ACTION STEPS: 

1. Create a city events calendar on website

2. Organize city family/kid events in parks

3. Budget for ADA equipment

4. Determine ways to links bike/pedestrian pathways to external city trails

OUTCOMES: 

•Connect (bike/ped) to regional pathways

•Better ADA access in parks

•Better communication with citizens

SD4 
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MATCHING STAFFING TO 
SUPPORT COMMUNITY GROWTH
DEFINITION: 
This strategic direction emphasizes the thoughtful allocation of human resources to effectively address 

emerging challenges, implement new initiatives, and deliver essential services to residents. 

ACTION STEPS: 

1. Post job applications on multiple sites

2. Expand and maintain annual reviews for all staff

3. Define job descriptions relative to current wage scale

4. Consider how to more equitable in benefits and wage structures

5. Conduct workload study to identify current and expected service levels per department

6. Update wage scale

7. Increase recruitment from high school and tech schools

8. Create professional development plan

OUTCOMES: 

•Increase employee morale

•Get qualified candidates to apply

SD5 
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GROWING AND MAINTAINING 
WORKFORCE HOUSING 
DEFINITION: 
This strategic direction prioritizes policies and programs that promote sustainable growth and equitable 

access to housing to enhance community resilience, foster economic stability, and improve residents’ 

overall quality of life.

ACTION STEPS: 

1. Coordinate with Habitat for Humanity to reinspect habitat houses

2. Create more city clean-up events for household garbage and vehicles

3. Research short-term rental policy options

4. Explore annexation opportunities

5. Review housing ordinances and inspection programs

6. Provide and publicize incentives for housing developments

7. Create program for rental housing inspections

OUTCOMES: 

•Increase housing developments for all income levels

•Stable workforce

•Increased population

SD6 
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APPENDIX 1
STRATEGIC PLANNING PROCESS



APPENDIX 1 

STRATEGIC PLANNING PROCESS 
The City of Rhinelander has prepared this 5-year strategic plan to guide its activities and achieve accomplishments consistent 

with the group’s vision and mission. The strategic process steps, session dates, and agendas are included as an attachment, as 

are the results of the sessions that followed.  

PROCESS STEPS 
1. Collection of background information  

2. Community-informed survey

3. Strategic planning committee survey

4. Pre-workshop interviews

5. 03.19.2024 Strategic Planning Session 1 of 2

6. 03.20.2024 Strategic Planning Session 2 of 2

7. 03.27.2024 Draft Strategic Plan Review & Feedback 

8. 04.29.2024 Strategic Plan Board Presentation

COLLECTION OF BACKGROUND INFORMATION
The strategic planning process began with a series of meetings and communications with City of Rhinelander staff that provided 

contact information, materials detailing the organization’s work and impact, and clarification over the plans for the engagement. 

This phase also included the collection of background demographic and economic, data from the US Census American 

Community survey to provide an overview of the current situation and recent trends in Rhinelander and surrounding areas. This 

information was presented at the first Strategic Planning Session. 

COMMUNITY INFORMED SURVEY
Throughout February, members of the Rhinelander community were asked to participate in a survey to gather ideas about what 

they would like the city to focus on in its strategies. 302 respondents completed the survey. Participants were asked to rate the 

city on services and priorities, complete a SWOT analysis, and offer ideas regarding a vision for the City of Rhinelander. Full 

results of the survey are available in the appendix titled City of Rhinelander Community-Informed Survey Summary 03.07.2024. 

STAFF AND STAKEHOLDER SURVEY 
The City of Rhinelander solicited input from staff and alderpersons in a survey completed in February 2024. The survey received 

14 responses. Participants were asked to rate the city on a variety of perceptions and services in a format that aligned with 

the community-informed survey, brainstorm ideas for the practical vision and underlying contradictions workshops within the 

strategic planning process, and identify the city’s strengths, weaknesses, opportunities, and threats. Full results of the survey are 

available in the appendix titled City of Rhinelander Strategic Planning Committee Survey Summary 03.07.2024.

PREWORKSHOP INTERVIEWS 
Prior to the start of the strategic planning process, Northspan conducted interviews with the City of Rhinelander’s alderpersons, 

city administrator, and department heads. These 16 interviews drew out insights on members’ roles in the strategic planning 

process, identified things that were going well, and identified potential issues for the community. It explored participants’ 

perceptions on the process, their insight into the broader community, and fostered thought on training and succession 

planning. A complete survey summary is available in the appendix titled City of Rhinelander Pre-Workshop Interviews 

Summary 03.07.2024. 



INTERNAL AND EXTERNAL ANALYSIS
Northspan reviewed an array of past reports, studies, and surveys completed by the City of Rhinelander 
and augmented it with its own research on economic and demographic trends for the city and surrounding 
areas. This research was presented at the first Strategic Planning Session. Details from this section are 
included in the main text of this report.

STRATEGIC PLANNING SESSION 1 OF 2 
AGENDA | MARCH 19, 2024 | 12:00 PM  5:00 PM 
12:00 Welcome, Agenda, & Introductions 

12:30 Context Presentation 

1:00 Practical Vision Focused Conversation

1:20 Underlying Contradictions Focused Conversation

1:40 Strategic Directions Consensus Workshop 

3:00 Develop Mission 

3:30  Develop Vision

4:00 Develop Core Values

4:45 Next Steps

5:00 Adjourn

On March 19th, the strategy committee met for the first time and received a presentation on the results of the survey and broader 

economic and demographic trends in Rhinelander and the surrounding area. It then reaffirmed a practical vision and explored 

underlying contradictions for the strategic planning process. Elements of the practical vision included:

• Sustainable Infrastructure and Utilities

• Expanded Recreational Activities

• Affordable housing

• Improved City Operations

• Flourishing local economy and workforce

• Comprehensive community support services and safety

Elements of the underlying contradictions included:

•Limited resources restrict economic growth

•Conflicts prevent effective collaboration

•Maintaining the status quo slows advancement and innovation

•Unclear direction causes apathy and confusion

•Neglected properties contribute to negative perceptions

With the contradictions in mind, the participants then moved to identify six strategic directions that they believe will allow the City 

of Rhinelander to overcome these blocks. These strategic directions are available in the appendix in the document titled City of 

Rhinelander Practical Vision, Underlying Contradictions, Strategic Directions 03.20.2024. 



STRATEGIC DIRECTIONS 
•Identifying and Prioritizing Revenue Sources and Uses

•Utilizing Technology for External Communication

•Investing in Training for City Staff and Officials

•Expanding Recreation Opportunities

•Matching Staffing to Support Community Growth

•Growing and Maintaining Workforce Housing

Following the Strategic Directions Consensus Workshop, participants worked together to create a vision and mission for the City 

of Rhinelander and identify core values that represent the city’s interests. 

VISION: 
To be the hub of the Northwoods, inspiring the next generation of Hodags.

MISSION:
We provide excellent services to foster growth and development, creating a welcoming, safe, and desirable place to thrive.

CORE VALUES
• Inclusive: We prioritize the active participation, representation, and respect of all community members, regardless

of their backgrounds, abilities, or perspectives, fostering a welcoming and equitable environment for all.

• Resourceful: We effectively and creatively utilize available resources to overcome challenges and achieve

our goals.

•Proud: We share a sense of collective achievement, identity, and appreciation for our community’s heritage,

accomplishments, and values. Go Hodags!

• Safe: We are committed to creating an environment where all residents feel protected from harm.

STRATEGIC PLANNING SESSION 2 OF 2 AGENDA 
MARCH 20, 2024 | 8:00 AM  1:00 PM
8:00 Welcome, Agenda, & Introductions 

8:20 Focused Implementation Workshop: Current Reality, Success Indicators, Actions, Timeline

12:40 Next Steps

1:00 Adjourn

On March 20, Northspan facilitated a final workshop with the strategy committee. In this session, participants detailed 

outcomes and actions that could move Rhinelander toward its strategic directions and placed these actions on a timeline.  

The City of Rhinelander defined its current reality, identified success indicators, and developed actions and accomplishments 

that will allow the organization to move from current reality to success. These actions and the ideas that led to their creation are 

available in the appendix in the document titled City of Rhinelander Current Reality, Success Indicators & Actions 03.20.2024. 

The City of Rhinelander then further defined the strategic plan timeline, which is available in the appendix titled City of 

Rhinelander Strategic Plan Timeline 03.20.2024 
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APPENDIX 2
DEMOGRAPHIC DATA AND 

ECONOMIC TRENDS ANALYSIS
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APPENDIX 2 

DEMOGRAPHIC DATA AND 
ECONOMIC TRENDS ANALYSIS 
In January and February 2024, Northspan completed an analysis of demographic data and economic trends in the City of 

Rhinelander and surrounding county. This research provides a snapshot of local economic conditions and how they have 

changed over time, giving some sense of what Rhinelander’s future might look like. 

DEMOGRAPHIC ANALYSIS  

Population 
According to 2022 US Census data, the City of Rhinelander has a population of 8,263 residents, which is an increase of 487 

or 5.9% over 2012 population data. Oneida County has seen a population increase as well, with 1,770 people moving into 

the county over the past decade. The growth rate of both Rhinelander and Oneida County is slightly larger than the rate of the 

state of Wisconsin as a whole, which stands at 3.4%.  

Table 1: City of Rhinelander Population Change, 2012-2022

2012 2022 % Change

City of Rhinelander 7,776 8,263 5.9%

Oneida County 36,029 37,799 4.9%

Wisconsin 5,687,219 5,882,128 3.4%

Source: Social Explorer; U.S. Census Bureau

The majority of Rhinelander’s population growth took place in the under 18 age brackets, with additional growth in the 18-34 

age group. The only bracket that experienced loss between 2012 and 2022 was the 65-plus age bracket, which declined by 

11.8%. Comparatively, the 65-plus age bracket increased by 22.6% across Oneida County during the same period, and the 

under 18 age brackets decreased slightly. 35–64-year-olds continue to be the largest age group in both Rhinelander and 

Oneida County.  

Table 2: City of Rhinelander Population by Age, 2012-2022

Source: Social Explorer; U.S. Census Bureau 

ONEIDA COUNTY CITY OF RHINELANDER

2012 2022 % Change % Total 2012 2022 % Change % Total

Total 36,029 37,799 4.9% 7,776 8,236 5.6%

Under 18 6,581 6,490 -1.4% 17.2% 1,523 1,740 12.3% 21%

18-34 5,665 5,759 1.6% 15% 1,775 1,975 10% 24%

35-64 15,920 15,388 -3.3% 40.7% 2,771 2,997 7.5% 35.4%

65+ 7,863 10,162 22.6% 26.9% 1,704 1,524 -11.8% 18.5%
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Rhinelander’s number of households declined over the decade between 2012 and 2022 by 180, or 5.1%., while Oneida 

County had a modest growth of 151 or 1.2%. Family size went up slightly, so fewer people are living alone. This matches the 

previous observation that the growth has been in the youngest age brackets. This is rare for a rural place, and counter to the 

general trend nationally.  

Table 3: City of Rhinelander and Oneida County Household Characteristics, 2012-2022

ONEIDA COUNTY CITY OF RHINELANDER

Households 2012 2022 % Change 2012 2022 % Change

Avg. 
Household Size

16,266 16,417 1.2% 3,516 3,336 -5.1%

Families 2.2 2.3 -4.1% 2.1 2.4 14.6%

Married 
Couples

8,947 8,655 -3.3% 1,242 1,236 -.05%

With 1+ Child 
under 18

6,313 6,308 -.1% 1,691 1,453 14%

Source: Social Explorer; U.S. Census Bureau 

The City of Rhinelander is a predominantly white community. It grew somewhat more diverse over the decade between 2012 

and 2022, but the only groups with high rates of growth tended to be the smallest categories, leaving them liable to large shifts 

due to a small sample size. The population that identified as two or more races experienced growth, as did the population that 

identified as Some Other Race and American Indian and Alaskan Native. Populations of Native Americans are also subject to 

other changes related to how tribes track and grant membership and may experience significant changes in data that do not 

necessarily reflect a change in the actual racial composition of the community.

Table 4: Racial Composition of the City of Rhinelander, 2012-2022

2012 2022 % CHANGE

White Alone 96.6% 90.2% -1.2%

Black or African 
American Alone

1.5% 1.0% -24.6%

American Indian and 
Alaskan Native

1.0% 3.0% 212.7%

Other (Includes 2 or 
More Races)

0.9% 5.8% 85%

Source: Social Explorer; U.S. Census Bureau 

The median household in Rhinelander had an income of $32,419 in 2012. This figure is lower than both Oneida County at 

$44,181 and the statewide figure of $52,627. While household income increased in the ten years between 2012 and 2022 by 

47.2%, the median still lags the county and the state. The faster increase for those at the bottom of the income scale is consistent 

with national trends in recent years, which is a reversal of trends over previous decades in which income gaps between classes 

grew steadily across the country. 
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Table 5: Median Household Income in Rhinelander and Comparative Areas, 2012-2022

2012 2022 % CHANGE

Wisconsin $52,627 $72,458 37.7%

Oneida County $44,181 $66,111 49.6%

City of Rhinelander $32,419 $47,730 47.2%

Source: Social Explorer; U.S. Census Bureau

The poverty rate increased in Rhinelander for adults ages 18-64 and decreased for individuals in the 65+ age bracket over 

the decade spanning 2012-2022. Compared to the national average of 11.5%, Rhinelander has a higher rate of poverty.  

Table 6: Poverty in Rhinelander and Comparison Areas, 2012-2022

WISCONSIN ONEIDA COUNTY CITY OF RHINELANDER

2012 2022 % Change 2012 2022 % Change 2012 2022 % Change

Poverty Rate 12.47% 10.65% -1.1% 10.8% 9.5% -6.5% 19.4% 18.4% -3.7%

Source: Social Explorer; U.S. Census Bureau

Like Oneida County, Rhinelander has a well-educated workforce, with very strong high school graduation rates and college 

attendance that surpasses statewide figures. These advantages slip somewhat among bachelor’s and advanced degrees 

in both Rhinelander and Oneida County when compared to state data. As in most communities, education attainment has 

steadily increased over recent decades, climbing from a high school completion rate of 88% and bachelor’s or more of 14% 

in 2010.

Table 7: Educational Attainment in Rhinelander and Comparison Areas, 2022

CITY OF RHINELANDER ONEIDA COUNTY STATE OF WISCONSIN

Less than 
H.S. Degree

1.9% 4.6% 6.9%

H.S. Degree 95.1% 95.4% 93.1%

Source: Social Explorer; U.S. Census Bureau
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As of 2022, there are 4,391 housing units in Rhinelander. The notable number here is the rise in “vacant” housing- likely 

because of seasonal and short-term rental.  

Table 8: Rhinelander Housing Occupancy, 2012-2022

CITY OF RHINELANDER

2012 % Total 2022 % Total % Change

Owner Occupied 2,026 49% 2,153 49% 6.3%

Renter Occupied 1,490 36% 1,183 27% -20.6%

Total Occupied 3,516 85% 3,336 76% -5.4%

Vacant (including 
seasonal units)

616 15% 1,055 24% 71.3%

Total Units 4,132 4,391 6.3%

Source: Social Explorer; U.S. Census Bureau 

Both listed and sale prices in Rhinelander are lower than Oneida County with a larger percentage of homeowners paying 

more than 30% of their income for mortgage costs. Also, the housing stock in the City of Rhinelander is older than housing 

throughout the county by 21 years.  

Table 9: Owner Occupied Housing Characteristics

CITY OF RHINELANDER ONEIDA COUNTY

Median List Price (2024) $287,400 $379,000

Median Sale Price 
(2024)

$229,300 $299,900

Median Year Built 1960 1981

Homes with a Mortgage 1,157 7,.329

Mortgage more than 
30% of income

319 (27%) 1,754 (24%)

Mortgage more than 
50% income

134 (11.5%) 794 (10.8%)

Sources: Social Explorer; U.S. Census Bureau & Realtor.com 
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Rent in both Rhinelander and Oneida County is less than the national average of nearly $1,500 per month, but there are still 

a large number of people who are considered cost burdened, as they are paying more than 30% of their income for rent.  

Table 10: Rental Occupied Housing Characteristics

CITY OF RHINELANDER ONEIDA COUNTY

Median Gross Rent $867 $876

More than 30% of income 39% 17%

More than 50% of income 11% 6.5%

Source: Social Explorer; U.S. Census Bureau 

ECONOMIC ANALYSIS 
Occupations of Rhinelander Residents 

Rhinelander is a regional hub with an economy grounded in local services, manufacturing, and the local tourism industry, 

providing it with a healthy mix of economic options. Like most communities, education and health care are the dominant 

occupation sectors, but manufacturing is its second largest, and has grown at a very healthy rate over the past decade, with 

the Ahlstrom paper mill serving as a regional anchor. Retail, recreation, and tourism-related industries are also significant for 

the area, though they have faced more challenging headwinds amid the Covid-19 pandemic and broader trends toward 

online shopping. Other service-related sectors, while not growing, still form a reliable core of local business, while most 

other industries are relatively small and employ fewer than 100 people. 

Table 11: Occupations of Rhinelander Residents, 2011-2021

2011
2011 Pct. 

TOTAL
2021

2021 Pct. 
TOTAL

CHANGE,
20112021

% 
CHANGE

Educational & Healthcare 703 18.3% 799 22.3% 96 14%

Manufacturing 545 14.2% 670 18.7% 125 23%

Retail Trade 618 16.1% 617 17.2% -1 0%

Arts, Entertainment,  
Recreation, Accommodation, 
& Food Services

469 12.2% 370 10.3% -99 -21%

Other Services (except 
Public Administration)

171 4.4% 232 6.5% 61 36%

Professional Services, Management, 
& Administration

328 8.5% 224 6.2% -104 -32%

Finance, Insurance, & Real Estate 229 6.0% 222 6.2% -7 -3%

Wholesale Trade 127 3.3% 91 2.5% -36 -28%

Construction 318 8.3% 85 2.4% -233 -73%

Agriculture, Forestry, 
Fishing, Hunting & Mining

24 0.6% 84 2.3% 60 250%

Information 97 2.5% 83 2.3% -14 -14%

Transportation, Warehousing & Utilities 129 3.4% 63 1.8% -66 -51%

Public Administration 85 2.2% 46 1.3% -39 -46%

Total 3843 3586 -257 -7%

Sources: American Community Survey and Social Explorer 
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COMMUTING PATTERNS 
The City of Rhinelander is a regional center in northern Wisconsin. It attracts workers from surrounding areas, pulling in a net 

of over 5,500 commuters a day from other nearby communities while losing just over 2,000, yielding a net influx of 3,644 

workers on the average day. 1,558 of the city’s 3,708 residents who are currently employed work in the city itself, a figure that 

is higher than those in some comparable communities, but nonetheless means over half of employed Rhinelander residents work 

outside its boundaries. These data points show the interconnectedness of Rhinelander with area communities. 

Communities that send the most workers to Rhinelander include Tomahawk, Wausau, Crandon, Merrill, and Three Lakes. The 

most common places of employment for Rhinelander residents after Rhinelander itself include Wausau, Madison, Eagle River, 

Tomahawk, and Stevens Point; some of the more distant locations on this list, such as Madison, may indicate remote employees 

or employees of organizations that are based in Madison but have local branches. Census measurements of these trends are 

evolving, particularly in the aftermath of the Covid-19 pandemic and subsequent move toward greater remote work.

Source: US Census Bureau OnTheMap 

LABOR FORCE DATA 
The 2021 American Community Survey identifies 3,643 Rhinelander residents, or just over 55% of the population, as partici-

pants in the labor force. Given the interrelationships between the city and its surrounding communities identified in the commute 

pattern data, labor force figures for Oneida County also provide valuable context on the local labor market. 

Table 12: Oneida County Labor Force Data, 2012-2022

Source: Job Center of Wisconsin 

2012 2019 2020 2021 2022 2023

Educational & Healthcare 19,109 17,897 18,020 18,086 17,815 18,146

Manufacturing 17,473 17,163 16,707 17,299 17,226 17,556

Retail Trade 8.6% 4.1% 7.3% 4.4% 3.3% 3.2%
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Oneida County’s labor force declined over much of the 2010s. At the start of the decade, it faced high unemployment as it 

emerged from the Great Recession, and while unemployment dropped by more than half over the long economic expansion that 

followed, employment numbers nonetheless shrank as the county population grew by only a small margin and a large cohort 

of Baby Boomers moved toward retirement. Although the economic shock created by the Covid-19 pandemic briefly drove up 

unemployment, the labor force grew in 2020 and, after a momentary regression in 2022, has shown signs of modest growth since. 

While a longer time horizon will provide more meaningful conclusions over the sustainability of and reasons for these changes, it 

does suggest a potential influx of residents amid Covid era desires for more space and access to nature, the relative safety of small-

er communities, and the benefits of remote work. Unemployment in Oneida County fell to a historic low of 3.2% in 2023, a figure 

that reflects an exceptionally tight labor market. 

ECONOMIC BASE ANALYSIS 
This report provides a brief overview of the Oneida County economic base. (This analysis is better conducted at the county level 

than at the city level, both for data quality and to ensure a broader understanding of the local economy and its opportunities.) 

It begins by calculating the location quotient (LQ) of each major industry group. A location quotient shows the relative concentration 

of employment in an industry relative to a larger comparison area. This analysis compares Oneida County to the state of Wisconsin. 

Location quotients over 1 indicate a relative strength and concentration of employment in an industry, while those under 1 show a 

relative lack of employment. 

A shift-share analysis is a method that subsequently analyzes how a county’s location quotients have changed over time. Such 

an assessment of Oneida County shows that manufacturing, education, finance and insurance, administrative professions, and 

accommodation and food services are sectors in which its comparative advantage has grown over the past decade. The largest 

declines in location quotient, meanwhile, occurred in agriculture and forestry, retail trade, real estate, construction, and other 

services. Most other location quotients saw relatively few shifts over the decade or took place in industries with a relatively small 

number of employees. 
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INDUSTRY 2012 LQ 2022 LQ SHIFT SHARE

Retail Trade 2.0 1.7 -12%

Accommodation & Food Services 1.3 1.6 17%

Utilities 1.1 1.4 32%

Manufacturing 0.5 1.4 153%

Educational Services 0.8 1.3 74%

Public Administration 1.1 1.3 13%

Health Care & Social Assistance 1.2 1.1 -7%

Construction 1.3 1.1 -10%

Agriculture, Forestry, Fishing & Hunting 1.5 1.1 -24%

Real Estate & Rental & Leasing 1.3 1.1 -11%

Information 0.9 0.9 -1%

Arts, Entertainment, and Recreation 1.0 0.9 84%

Finance and Insurance 0.5 0.9 84%

Professional, Scientific, & Technical Services 0.6 0.8 30%

Other Services (except Public Administration) 1.3 0.8 -39%

Transportation & Warehousing 0.7 0.7 -1%

Management of Companies & Enterprises 0.8 0.7 -11%

Wholesale Trade 0.6 0.7 22%

Administrative & Support & 
Waste Management & Remediation Services

0.6 0.7 21%

Table 13: Location Quotients and Shift-Share Analysis of Oneida County Industries, 2012-2022

Identification of location quotients and their trends allows for the completion of an economic base analysis that sorts the major 

industry clusters into four categories: 

Economic Base: industries with high and growing location quotients 

Transforming: industries with high, but declining, location quotients 

Emerging: industries with low, but growing, location quotients 

 Declining: industries with low and declining location quotients

TRANSFORMING ECONOMIC BASE

Retail Trade Health Care

Construction Accommodation & Food Services

Real Estate, Rental, and Leasing Manufacturing

Agriculture, Forestry, Fishing, Hunting Public Administration

Utilities

DECLINING EMERGING

Other Services Educational Sales

Transportation and Warehousing Wholesale Trade

Arts, Entertainment, and Recreation Admin & Support

Information Professional, Scientific, & Technical Services

Management of Companies and Enterprises Finance & Insurance
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CONCLUSIONS 
This analysis gives a general sense of the state and trajectory of the local economy. Oneida County’s regional centers and 

somewhat older population lead to a strong concentration in health care, and accommodation and food services, which 

trades on the region’s woods, lakes, and natural beauty, are foundational to its economic success, showing resilience even 

amid the Covid era disruptions. The growth in manufacturing is also an encouraging sign, showing strength and adding 

over 100 jobs over the past decade even amid a more complex outlook in other parts of the state and country. The county’s 

healthy mix of growth in both newer and legacy industries offer a solid foundation that Rhinelander and neighboring com-

munities can cultivate. 

Retail trade, long central to the region’s economy both as regional centers for shopping and through more niche shops 

targeting tourists, faces significant headwinds amid a changing retail environment. The construction and real estate sec-

tors, likely hampered by high construction costs, rising interest rates, and limited work force have the potential to hold back 

growth in other sectors and further growth in the hospitality industry, which could be a warning sign for the region’s lon-

ger-term outlook. The struggles in agriculture and forestry reflect some challenges in the national wood products industry 

and limited market size for certain recreational activities, even if they remain relative strengths for Rhinelander and its 

surrounding area. 

Emerging industries in Oneida County tend to be service based, meaning they are generally subject to overall population 

trends and are unlikely to benefit from sustained economic development attention. The decline and general weakness 

in arts, entertainment, and recreation jumps out as a potential opportunity given strength of recreation and tourism to the 

local economy. There may also be opportunities within manufacturing supply chains to support more transportation-related 

industry in the area.
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APPENDIX 3
COMMUNITYINFORMED SURVEY SUMMARY 

03.07.2024
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APPENDIX 4
STRATEGIC PLANNING COMMITTEE SURVEY SUMMARY 

03.07.2024
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APPENDIX 5
PREWORKSHOP INTERVIEWS SUMMARY 

03.07.2024
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APPENDIX 6
PRACTICAL VISION, UNDERLYING CONTRADICTIONS, 

STRATEGIC DIRECTIONS 03.20.2024
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Current Realities, Success Indicators, & Actions/Accomplishments

Current Reality: Description of the current situation as it relates to the Strategic Direction.
Success Indicators: Explains what will be different in 5 years if the organization mobilizes
around and gets behind the Strategic Direction.
Actions/Accomplishments: Considers and answers “What are our specific, measurable, and 
achievable accomplishments for the next 5 years?”

SD1. Identifying and Prioritizing Revenue Sources and Uses
Current Realities

Building & reviewing budgets
Grant writing has been successful
Not the same level of knowledge across departments about grants
Utility rates have increased
Rate studies are happening
Seeking out inefficiencies
Not clear what is in each department’s budget
Not understanding the cost of services
Collection system not set up well
Licensing process not enforced
More consistent collaboration

Success Indicators
Understand true cost of services including staff time
Establish priority-based budgeting
Increase revenue
Establish consistent enforcement
Increase grant income

Actions/Accomplishments
1. Create template that defines services, cost, and staff time
2. Improve fee collection tools
3. Create clear processes and expectations for citizens, businesses, and staff
4. Create a workflow for special events
5. Identify and access innovative economic expansion opportunities
6. Identify and access immediate funding sources
7. Develop process for ordinance updating and maintenance
8. Create capital improvement plan for every department



SD2. Utilizing Technology for External Communication
Current Realities

Updated website
Use social media (YouTube, Facebook)
Trying to move away from Laserfiche public portal
Permitting software
Better job at communicating and more transparency
Maintaining hard copies at local paper
Phone system lacking

Success Indicators
Update and maintain technology
Reduce in-person requirements for citizens
Increase citizen participation on boards & commissions

Actions/Accomplishments
1. Identify applications to communicate and collect fees
2. Identify video content opportunities utilizing social media
3. Install in-person online payment option in city hall and other areas
4. Update phone system
5. Unite all city departments on one server



SD3. Investing in Training for City Staff and Officials
Current Realities

No training incoming elected officials
Police & FD solid training
Streets/water have training
Information asymmetry
Lack of succession training
Archaic orientation techniques
Lack of staff impairs training
Lack of local training

Success Indicators
Succession plans in place for key positions
Technology is incorporated into staff trainings

Actions/Accomplishments
1. Create process to train subordinates on critical tasks
2. Determine which positions require a succession plan and create them
3. Plan training with one month notice
4. Identify cross training opportunities
5. Explore local or low-cost opportunities to train incoming local officials and staff
6. Create process manuals
7. Record training sessions
8. Improve new employee orientation with technology



SD4. Expanding Recreation Opportunities
Current Realities

Have parks
Have library
Have ped/bike path (10% of path in city)
Have ArtStart
Public/private partnerships
Hodag Dome

Success Indicators
Connect (bike/ped) to regional pathways
Better ADA access in parks
Establish Parks, Recreation, Building & Grounds Department
Up-to-date maintenance schedule

Actions/Accomplishments
1. Create a city events calendar on website
2. Organize city family/kid events in parks
3. Budget for ADA equipment
4. Determine ways to links bike/pedestrian pathways to external city trails



SD5: Matching Staffing to Support Community Growth
Current Realities

Understaffed to support current services
Unqualified candidates
Low retention
Wage scale doesn’t reflect responsibilities 

Success Indicators
Increase employee morale
Get qualified candidates to apply

Actions/Accomplishments
1. Post job applications on multiple sites
2. Expand and maintain annual reviews for all staff
3. Define job descriptions relative to current wage scale
4. Consider how to more equitable in benefits and wage structures
5. Conduct workload study to identify current and expected service levels per department
6. Update wage scale
7. Increase recruitment from high school and tech schools
8. Create professional development plan



SD6: Growing and Maintaining Workforce Housing
Current Reality

Housing related to income is not equal 
Stock shortage
Age of stock
Rodeway Inn apartments
Townhomes built- high end
Lack of homeownership

Success Indicators
Increase housing developments for all income levels
Stable workforce
Increased population

Actions/Accomplishments
1. Coordinate with Habitat for Humanity to reinspect habitat houses
2. Create more city clean-up events for household garbage and vehicles
3. Research short-term rental policy options
4. Explore annexation opportunities
5. Review housing ordinances and inspection programs
6. Provide and publicize incentives for housing developments
7. Create program for rental housing inspections
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