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Tables 1 and 2 report the most recent results of the St. Cloud
Area Business Outlook Survey. Responses are from 47 area
businesses that returned the recent mailing in time to be

included in the report.
Participating fi�rms are representative of the diverse collection

of businesses in the St. Cloud area. They include retail, manufac-
turing, construction, fi�nancial, health services and government
enterprises both small and large. Survey responses are strictly
confi�dential. Written and oral comments have not been attributed
to individual fi�rms.

Several key current activity indexes found in Table 1 are lower
than was reported one year ago and most index values are also
lower than last quarter (which is a normal seasonal occurrence for
many of the survey items). A diff�usion index represents the per-
centage of respondents indicating an increase minus the percent-
age indicating a decrease in any given quarter. For any given item,
a positive index usually indicates expanding activity, while a neg-
ative index implies declining conditions. 

The index on current business activity is 17.5 points below the
level of one year ago, with only 36% of fi�rms reporting increased
business activity over the past three months. 

The employment index is the lowest November reading since
2010. Only 23.4% of surveyed fi�rms report adding to payrolls over
the past quarter. As can be seen in the accompanying fi�gure, this
series has only been lower than this on one occasion (in February
of this year) over the past several years. The combination of slow-
er local growth, weaker seasonal sales and persistent labor short-
ages have probably caused area fi�rms to restrain hiring. 

The diff�usion index for both length of the workweek and em-
ployee compensation are higher than one year ago, but the
prices received index is lower than in November 2018. The

index on current diffi�culty attracting qualifi�ed workers is at its
lowest level in several years. As we noted in last quarter’s QBR,
this may represent a moderation in area labor shortages — but it
has also historically signaled a slowing of area economic growth. 

The national business activity index also fell in the current
quarter. At 10.7, this index is now where it was earlier this year
(when it was at its lowest level in three years). The most encourag-
ing result in Table 1 is the current activity index on capital expen-
ditures. Nearly one-third of surveyed fi�rms report increased cap-
ital spending this quarter and few fi�rms decreased spending on
machinery and equipment. As is seen in the next section of the
report, this trend of higher capital spending is expected to persist
into 2020.

As always, fi�rms were asked to report any factors that are
aff�ecting their business. These comments include:

❚ Trade(s) related labor shortages.
❚ Seasonal business has been robust. Other client needs not as

strong as earlier this quarter.
❚ Counselors at the high school should be having all students in

the sophomore or junior year take a skills test or whatever it is
called to see what their built-in interests are for their future.

❚ After a two-year roller-coaster ride as a result of poorly
planned/executed tariff�s, steel prices are fi�nally back to “normal.”
It has been a painful period for users of steel, and some damage
(like redesign of certain products away from metals) will never
fully be undone, but at least the worst is behind us. 

❚ TARIFFS. 

The future business con-
ditions survey responses
found in Table 2 are

stronger than we saw one year
ago. Six survey items are higher
than in November 2018 and
only two are lower. While we do
think this signals continued
economic growth in the St.
Cloud area, we caution readers
that the direct, indirect and in-
duced economic impact of the
Electrolux closure will be felt
over the next several months.

Surveyed fi�rms in Table 2
may not be part of the Electro-
lux supply chain (and may not
sell products to Electrolux em-
ployees), but the regional econ-
omy will have to work through
the shock of abruptly losing
several hundred jobs. 

Charts representing two
particularly strong compo-
nents of the future conditions
survey are shown on this page.
The future capital expendi-
tures index reading is the high-
est recorded value in more than
20 years. 

Firm expenditures on capi-
tal equipment and machinery
is a strong leading indicator for
the regional economy. These
investments help increase fi�rm
productive capacity and they
also improve operating effi�-
ciency, which is critically im-
portant in a competitive envi-
ronment. 

The future employee com-
pensation survey item is also
elevated. Its index value is the
highest in more than two years
and it now appears that this se-
ries has reversed the down-
ward trend that has been ob-
served since the beginning of
2017. Nearly two-thirds of sur-
veyed fi�rms expect to increase
wages, salaries and fringe
benefi�ts over the next six
months and no fi�rm expects
worker compensation to de-
crease. 

Finally, note that fi�rms con-
tinue to expect lesser diffi�culty

attracting qualifi�ed workers in
the future. We remind readers
that this series (see accompa-
nying diagram) has historically
followed a path that closely re-
sembles the cyclical movement
of the overall regional economy
and is part of our leading eco-
nomic indicators series. While
an index value of 19.1 does not
signal a recessionary economy
(this series obtained negative
values in the previous two re-
cessions), its continued decline
is worth watching — and is sug-
gestive of weakening local eco-
nomic growth.
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Survey results for standard questions

CURRENT ACTIVITY

FUTURE OUTLOOK

Notes: (1) Reported numbers are percentages of businesses surveyed. (2) Rows may not sum to 100 because of "not applicable" and omitted 

responses. (3) Diffusion indexes represent the percentage of respondents indicating an increase minus the percentage indicating a decrease.  

A positive diffusion index is generally consistent with economic expansion. Source: SCSU School of Public Affairs Research Institute  

Percentage 
decrease

Percentage 
increase

Diffusion 
index3

No 
change

Table 1: Current business conditions

What is your evaluation of:

What is your evaluation of:
Percentage 

decrease
Percentage 

increase
Diffusion 

index3

No 
change

Table 2: Future business conditions

6.4  40.4 48.9 42.5 16.3 30.3

6.4  46.8 38.3 31.9 10.2 19.6

8.5  70.2 17.0 8.5 -4.1 -7.2

4.3  38.3 51.1 46.8 30.6 28.5

0   31.9 63.8 63.8 44.9 53.6

8.5  36.2 48.9 40.4 18.4 46.4

10.6 48.9 29.8 19.2 6.1 16.1

0   74.5 19.1 19.1 22.5 26.7

23.4 38.3 36.2 12.8 30.6 30.3

19.1 55.3 23.4 4.3 24.5 17.9

12.8 63.8 21.3 8.5 12.3 3.5

6.4   57.4 31.9 25.5 20.4 17.9

2.1  57.4 38.3 36.2 44.9 35.7

10.6 59.6 25.5 14.9 14.3  25.0

10.6 59.6 21.3 10.7 14.3 28.5

4.3  68.1 25.5 21.2 26.5 35.7

Level of business activity  

for your company

Number of employees on 

your company’s payroll

Length of the workweek 

for your employees

Capital expenditures 

(equipment, machinery, 

structures, etc.) by your company

Employee compensation 

(wages and benefits) 

by your company

Prices received for 

your company’s products

National business activity 

Your company’s difficulty 

attracting qualified workers 

Level of business activity 
for your company
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your company’s payroll
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Capital expenditures
(equipment, machinery, 
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Employee compensation
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by your company

Prices received for
your company’s products
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Your company’s difficulty 
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St. Cloud Area Business Outlook 

Survey summary, Nov. 2019

November 2019 vs. three months ago

Six months from now vs. November 2019St. Cloud Area Business Outlook 

Survey summary, Nov. 2019 August 2019                      
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Non-agricultural employ-
ment grew 0.7% in the last 12
months, and private employ-
ment grew 0.8% in the same pe-
riod. As seen in Table 3, these
are both 0.1% slower than their
long-run averages and both are
faster than the growth rate in
the state of Minnesota and the
Twin Cities region. This was
largely due to much faster
growth in the manufacturing
and construction sectors of the
St. Cloud economy. 

Employment in the retail
trade and leisure and hospital-
ity sectors, accounting for 19%
of area jobs, fell in the last year
to October 2019. This was off�set
by gains to the education and
health sector, which has a
20.4% share of St. Cloud-area
employment. Overall service
sector employment in the St.
Cloud area was slightly down in
the period.

An area we pay heightened
attention to in this table is the
level of professional and busi-
ness employment, as this in-
cludes temporary workers that
often precede an uptick in per-
manent hiring in other areas.
Table 3 shows this is down
around the state. Survey results
from ManpowerGroup indicate
weaker hiring in Minnesota for
the fourth quarter, though fu-
ture expectations were stated to
be “stable.”

Table 4 includes data from
the household survey of em-
ployment, a companion to the
payroll survey used for Table 3.
Table 4 shows a stronger em-
ployment gain of 1.9% for St.
Cloud area households over the
12 months to October 2019. 

A phenomenon of the late ex-
pansion is the 2.2% gain in St.
Cloud-area labor force. Faster
labor force growth often leads to
a slight increase in the unem-
ployment rate, but the jobless
rate is still a remarkably low
2.3%. We last experienced an
extended period of unemploy-
ment rates this low in 1999-
2000. 

Wages have moved sharply
higher, rising 7.5% year-over-
year in October. This is faster
than the 6.2% growth in the
Twin Cities, but both are likely
to pull additional workers back
into the labor market. (Esti-
mates of labor force participa-
tion rates for 2019 will not be
known for some time.)

Also in Table 4 we see that
initial claims for unemployment
insurance fell by one claim
(0.3%) in the last quarter rela-
tive to the same three months of
2018. The St. Cloud 13 Stock
Price index rose over the last
year through October by 3.6%,
far less than the growth of the
S&P 500 of 6.9%. The top gainer
was Newell Brands (parent of
Stearns Manufacturing), up
34% between the end of July
and the end of October, while
the largest loser was American
Axle (parent of Grede), off�
30.7% in the same period. 

Over the next few months we
will revise the stock index to re-
fl�ect the loss of Electrolux as an
employer in the area; the index
will no longer include its stock.

Building permits in the city of
St. Cloud for new single-family
home construction fell in value
by 7.5% compared to 2018. 

The St. Cloud Area Index of
Leading Economic Indicators
(LEI) rose 0.6% in the last year
through October 2019 including
0.2% in the last quarter. But the
base of this growth narrowed,
as seen in Table 5. Only stock
market performance and an in-
crease in new business incorpo-
rations in the region kept the in-
dicator in positive territory.
Lower building permits, in-
creasing initial claims for un-
employment insurance and the
results of the St. Cloud Area
Business Outlook Survey all
pointed towards lower econom-
ic activity in the next six
months. 

The expansion in St. Cloud is
now more than 9 years old,
making it historically long. The
expansion of the U.S. economy
is now more than 10 years old.
The labor expansion shows
signs of cooling that is as much
a function of dwindling labor
supply (and higher wages) as it
is lagging product demand. The
latest survey of manufacturers
from Creighton University
showed that industry was in
contraction for the third month
of the last four (through Novem-
ber.) 

Yet investment continues,
wage gains are still being found
as workers appear to be re-en-
tering the workforce, and busi-
nesses still see their fi�rms as
having better prospects than
their recent experience. Rather
than waiting for the other shoe
to drop, area businesses seem
slightly more optimistic about
the start of 2020 than in 2019.
We will keep waiting for a
stronger signal, one way or the
other.

Increased employment in the area’s education and health sector is a recent bright spot. The Quarryview Education Center in Waite
Park is shown here. JASON WACHTER/ST. CLOUD TIMES

2004-’19
long term

Oct. ’18 to Oct. ’19
growth rate

Oct. ’18 to Oct. ’19
growth rate

Oct. ’18 to Oct. ’19
growth rate

2004-’19
long term

2004-’19
long term

Table 3: Employment trends
ST. CLOUD MINNESOTA TWIN CITIES

Total non-ag  0.8% 0.7% 0.6% 0.4% 0.8% 0.0%

Total Private  0.9% 0.8% 0.7% 0.4% 0.8% -0.1%

GOODS PRODUCING  0.3% 3.9% -0.3% 1.2% -0.2% 1.7%

Mining/Logging/Construction  2.6% 8.8% 0.0% 3.2% -0.1% 4.8%

Manufacturing  -0.6% 1.6% -0.5% 0.3% -0.3% 0.3%

SERVICE PROVIDING  1.0% -0.1% 0.8% 0.3% 0.9% -0.3%

Trad/trans/utilities  0.7% 0.6% 0.2% 0.6% 0.2% 0.8%

  Wholesale Trade  2.0% 1.6% 0.2% 0.9% 0.0% 1.5%

  Retail Trade  -0.2% -0.4% 0.0% 0.8% 0.1% -0.8%

  Trans/Ware/Util  2.5% 2.3% 0.8% -0.4% 0.8% 3.7%

Information  -3.4% -4.9% -1.7% -7.4% -1.1% -2.0%

Financial Activities  1.7% 3.1% 0.6% 1.4% 0.6% 1.3%

Prof & Business Serv.  0.7% -2.8% 1.3% -1.2% 1.4% -1.3%

Education & Health  3.2% 1.1% 2.4% -1.0% 2.6% -3.1%

Leisure & Hospitality  -0.5% -3.9% 1.2% 5.1% 1.3% 2.0%

Other Services (Excl.Gvt)  -0.3% -0.5% -0.3% 0.1% 0.1% 0.5%

Government  0.4% -0.1% 0.2% 0.4% 0.1% 0.4%

  Federal  2.6% -1.5% -0.2% 1.8% -0.2% 1.5%

  State  -0.5% -0.5% 0.7% 0.4% 0.0% 1.1%

  Local  0.3% 0.5% 0.1% 0.2% 0.2% -0.1%

St. Cloud 13 stock price index 
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Close 10/31/19 at 824.75

Table 4: Other Economic Indicators
     

    

St. Cloud MSA Labor Force  115,506   113,060  2.2%   
October  (MN Workforce Center)

St. Cloud MSA Civilian Employment #  112,835   110,691  1.9%   
October  (MN Workforce Center)   

St. Cloud MSA Unemployment Rate* 2.3% 2.1% NA  
October  (MN Workforce Center)   

Minnesota Unemployment Rate* 2.5% 2.2% NA
October  (MN Workforce Center)    

Mpls-St. Paul Unemployment Rate* 2.5% 2.1% NA 
October  (MN Workforce Center) 

St. Cloud Area New Unemployment Insurance Claims  382.0   383.0  -0.3%   
Aug.-Oct.  Average (MN Workforce Center)

St. Cloud 13 Stock Price Index  824.75   795.73  3.6%
as of October 31 (SCSU)    

St. Cloud City Residential Building Permit Valuation  2,379.8   2,572.3  -7.5%  
in thous., Aug.-Oct. Average (City of St. Cloud)

St. Cloud Index of Leading Economic Indicators 111.9 111.2 0.6% 
October (SCSU)  2012-13 = 100     

MSA = St. Cloud Metropolitan Area, comprised of Stearns and Benton counties.  # The employment numbers here are based on 

household estimates, not the employer payroll estimates in Table 3; * Not seasonally adjusted; NA Not applicable or not available.

Percent change2019 2018

USA TODAY NETWORK/GETTY IMAGES

Table 5: 
Impact of 
Indicators 
on St. Cloud 
Leading 
Economic 
Indicators, 
Oct. 2019

Initial Claims for Unemployment Insurance

New Business Incorporations

Professional, Business Services Employment

St. Cloud 13 Stock Price Index

Current Conditions in Survey

Future Conditions in Survey 

Impact on leading 

indicators
Indicator

DOWN

UP

DOWN

UP

DOWN

DOWN

Employment, wages, market are positive
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