
 
 

 
 
 
 
 
 

 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 

 
Expanding Workforce Housing in Wisconsin: 

The Role of State-Local Partnerships and 
Zoning Reform 

 
By Brandon Hennes 

 
June 17, 2026 

 
 

 
 

800 Algoma Blvd.   |   Oshkosh, WI 54901 
PHONE (920) 424-3229   |   WEB uwosh.edu/whitburn-center/  

 



 

 
 
WHITBURN CENTER FOR GOVERNANCE AND POLICY RESEARCH 
  

 2 

About the Whitburn Center 
 

Mission Statement 
 
The Whitburn Center conducts practical applied research focused on evaluating and improving 
governance, professional management, and public policy in Wisconsin and beyond.    
 
Philosophy and Values 
 
Our vision is to build local government, nonprofit, and community capacity to promote the 
common good. We will bring people together across ideological divides to discover nonpartisan 
solutions. The Whitburn Center will share innovative, research-based knowledge, equipping our 
partners to address their most pressing needs, while utilizing equitable, efficient, and effective 
strategies. 
 
Advisory Board Members 
 

• Gerald Whitburn, Ex-Officio Member and Founding Donor 
 

• Michael M. Grebe, Advisory Board Chair 
 

• Mark Rohloff, Advisory Board Vice Chair 
 

• Jennifer Gauthier, Member 
 

• Benjamin Krumenauer, Member 
 

• Jeff Mayers, Member 
 

• Ellen Nowak, Member 
 

• Mary Panzer, Member 
 

• Raymond P. Taffora, Member 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 

 



 

 
 
WHITBURN CENTER FOR GOVERNANCE AND POLICY RESEARCH 
  

 3 

Executive Summary 
 

The Issue: Housing affordability has become a growing concern in Wisconsin. There is a large 
segment of the population caught in what is often called the middle-income gap. When workers 
cannot live near their jobs, families face longer commutes, higher expenses, and reduced time at 
home. Municipal services also suffer as turnover increases, and communities lose valuable 
members of their workforce. This report addresses the following research question: How 
effective are state-local partnerships and zoning policy changes at addressing the needs of 
workforce housing in Wisconsin? 
 
The Method: This study uses quantitative data and qualitative case studies to examine the 
interaction between state-level interventions and local policy instruments. It evaluates the 
effectiveness of municipal zoning reform and the achievement of state-local partnership 
programs, such as WHEDA's Rural Affordable Workforce Housing program. It also 
demonstrates how employer engagement in public/private partnerships can increase the impact 
of government action. Specifically, the author presents a framework linking municipal capacity, 
state support, and other considerations to measurable outcomes, such as units produced, 
affordability, and geographic distribution of housing.  
 
The Findings: Wisconsin municipalities operating within the same state statutory framework 
achieve markedly different housing outcomes, suggesting that local discretionary zoning choices 
and capacity differences are decisive within the constraints imposed by state policy. Those 
municipalities that couple regulatory flexibility with technical and financial support, such as 
Madison, Eau Claire, and Viroqua, post quantifiable gains in increasing housing supply and 
affordability. Other communities, either with limited administrative capacity or out-of-date 
zoning codes, continue to falter despite heightened awareness of the housing shortage. These 
results lead to the conclusion that significant development will require both local ingenuity and 
ongoing intergovernmental collaboration. 
 
The Lesson: Public managers are instrumental in creating the policy and administrative 
framework through which the efforts toward housing will succeed. Local governments can 
execute plans through a direct incorporation of housing strategies into comprehensive plans, 
using zoning frameworks that encourage a variety of housing options, including duplexes, 
townhouse, and accessory dwelling unit options. Streamlined approval processes and reduced 
permitting barriers can facilitate small-scale infill development while limiting fiscal impacts. 
Smaller municipalities can also pursue formal partnerships with state agencies such as WHEDA 
and WEDC to overcome capacity limitations by offering financing, technical assistance, and 
program support. Lastly, municipal and state leaders can improve outcomes through 
collaboration with local employers to build housing near job centers. 
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Introduction 
 
Housing affordability has become a growing concern in Wisconsin. One in four households 
spend more than 30 percent of their income on housing, showing how widespread affordability 
challenges have become (USAFacts, 2025). Much of the policy's focus has centered on low-
income housing, but there is a large segment of the population caught in what is often called the 
middle-income gap. The U.S. Department of Housing and Urban Development defines this 
group as households earning between 80 and 120 percent of the area median income. These 
families include teachers, nurses, first responders, and service workers who earn too much to 
qualify for subsidized housing but still cannot afford market-rate homes. When workers cannot 
live near their jobs, families face longer commutes, higher expenses, and reduced time at home. 
Municipal services also suffer as turnover increases, and communities lose valuable members of 
their workforce. Wisconsin’s shortage of workforce housing has developed over the past three 
decades. 
 
Increasing construction costs, labor shortages, and supply chain barriers have made new 
construction increasingly costly. Local land-use regulations typically limit density and specify 
the kind of housing that may reside in residential neighborhoods. They often reflect local 
political preferences, community values, and pressures from property owners wishing to 
maintain neighborhood character and property values. Historically, these controls have 
suppressed housing supply and increased costs. State programs and initiatives have been 
developed at the state level, some of which are administered by the Wisconsin Housing and 
Economic Development Authority (WHEDA) and the Wisconsin Economic Development 
Corporation (WEDC). But such efforts are often piecemeal and have different eligibility 
requirements and funding sources. Excessive expenses, local prohibitory ordinances, and uneven 
state coordination have produced a chronic housing shortage for the workforce. 
 
Shortage of workforce housing is not only a public management problem but also a policy 
problem. Localities must reconcile competing demands on tight budgets and respond to housing 
needs with little planning and administrative capacity. Several municipalities lack staff or 
technical capabilities to manage complex financing, zoning updates, and development 
partnerships. State legislators must weigh deference to local control of land use against 
addressing an across-the-board statewide deficiency. Employers must compensate more for 
recruitment and retention when workers cannot live near employment centers. Families 
experience reduced disposable income and diminished quality of life from excessive housing 
cost burdens. 
 
This issue is particularly relevant given the growing demand for essential workers. Healthcare 
workers and teachers are integral to the health of communities. Higher housing costs increasingly 
push these workers to live outside of the communities where they work. Similarly, service sector 
workers, including childcare workers, emergency personnel, and retail workers, have long 
commutes that cause fatigue and lower productivity. Unless these trends reverse, the housing 
demand-supply gap will widen. Per the Wisconsin’s Realtors Association, the May 2024 median 
house price rose to $315,000 which was a 6.9% increase over the past 12 months (Wisconsin 
Realtors Association, 2024). The US Census Bureau states that the average median household 
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income in Wisconsin is currently $77,488. Figure A shows that a loan estimate today at a home 
price of $315,000 with the assumption of a 20% down payment and a default interest rate would 
account to a loan estimate of $2,169.67 per month which equals $26,036.04 per year or 33.60% 
of the median household income of $77,488. Workforce stability, municipal service provision, 
and community well-being could all be adversely affected. 
 
Figure A: NerdWallet. (2025, October 15) 
 

 
 
This report addresses the following research question: How effective are state-local partnerships 
and zoning policy changes at addressing the needs of workforce housing in Wisconsin? The 
study assumes that zoning change, for example, permitting accessory dwelling units, increasing 
density authorizations, and permitting mixed-use development, will expand the potential supply 
of housing. A municipal housing solutions series that was put on in partnership by the League of 
Wisconsin Municipalities, the Wisconsin Builders Association, and the Wisconsin Realtors 
Association supports the assumption that municipalities need to be adaptive and open to change 
to address the housing crisis (WI League of Municipalities 2024, July). However, by itself, 
zoning change may not suffice. Cities are most likely to have effective outcomes when they 
receive money, technical assistance, and other capacity-building assistance from the state. 
Without these guarantees, even well-planned reforms will not be able to bring about significant 
changes in housing supply. 
 
This study examines the interaction between state-level interventions and local policy 
instruments. It evaluates the effectiveness of municipal zoning reform and the achievement of 
state-local partnership programs, such as WHEDA's Rural Affordable Workforce Housing 
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program. It also examines how employer engagement, such as public/private partnerships 
occurring in Sheboygan County to develop thirty-two acres of entry-level housing (Sankey, R. 
2024, August 26) can increase the impact of government action. With the focus on these 
mechanisms, this report provides insights into public managers and policymakers. The study can 
be utilized to guide strategies to increase housing supply, ease affordability constraints, and help 
with workforce stability in Wisconsin communities. Specifically, communities in Wisconsin that 
are classified as third class (populations between 10,000 – 38,999) or fourth class (populations 
fewer than 10,000) could utilize these strategies to encourage housing development in their 
municipalities.  
 
The remainder of the paper is organized in simple order. The literature review provides 
theoretical and empirical research on housing supply, municipal capacity, zoning reform, and 
intergovernmental coordination. The methodology describes the mixed-methods approach, 
discusses data sources in detail, and elaborates regional workforce housing shortages analysis. 
The findings summarize case studies and secondary data to examine the effectiveness of zoning 
reforms and state-local collaborations. Finally, the conclusion summarizes key findings, states 
policy implications, and specifies directions for future research. 
 
Literature Review and Analytic Framework 
 
Housing Supply and Affordability Debate 
 
Housing supply and affordability remain central challenges in Wisconsin’s housing landscape. 
Constrained supply directly contributes to rising housing costs and reduces access to safe, 
affordable homes for middle-income families and individuals. Been, Ellen, and O’Regan (2018) 
argue that skepticism about the benefits of expanding supply often hinders meaningful reform, 
despite evidence showing that limited housing options directly affect affordability. In Wisconsin, 
these challenges have become more pronounced due to a combination of market pressures, 
population growth in certain urban centers, and demographic shifts. 
 
Flanders (2024) emphasizes that middle-income workers, teachers, nurses, first responders, and 
service sector employees face challenges. These households earn too much to qualify for 
subsidized housing programs but often cannot afford market-rate units, creating a “missing 
middle” housing gap. This shortage is not just an economic problem; it has tangible social and 
administrative impacts. Families experience increased stress and commute burdens, and 
municipalities struggle to maintain a stable workforce for public services. Plate (2025) reports 
that statewide initiatives, such as “Housing Options Expanding Across Wisconsin” estimate the 
need for over 200,000 new housing units by 2030 to meet projected demand, highlighting the 
growing urgency of workforce housing initiatives. 
 
Rising construction costs have exacerbated the shortage. Labor shortages, material price 
inflation, and supply chain disruptions have increased the cost of new housing projects. Bauer et 
al. (2022) observe that regulatory constraints, such as restrictive zoning practices, further limit 
the potential supply. Wisconsin municipalities face challenges balancing development with 
community preferences, often reflecting local political pressures or concerns about neighborhood 
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character. As a result, even when economic conditions allow new development, regulatory and 
social barriers frequently slow or prevent construction. 
 
The housing supply debate also intersects with political and social considerations. Communities 
frequently resist densification efforts, reflecting broader national trends of "Not in My Backyard” 
(NIMBY) attitudes. These dynamics suggest that increasing housing supply in Wisconsin 
requires not only regulatory adjustments but also coordinated planning across municipal and 
state levels, as well as engagement with private developers and local stakeholders. 
 
Municipal Roles and Constraints 
 
Municipalities play a pivotal role in shaping housing outcomes through zoning, permitting, and 
planning authority. Local governments determine both the types of housing allowed and the 
density of development, giving them considerable influence over workforce housing availability. 
However, municipalities in Wisconsin vary widely in terms of capacity, experience, and political 
priorities. 
 
Madison provides a leading example. The city has proactively integrated accessory dwelling 
units (ADUs) and higher-density housing into zoning regulations, enabling the development of 
new housing near employment centers and transit corridors (Exact Sciences, 2025). These 
measures, coupled with municipal incentives and partnerships, have facilitated the creation of 
workforce housing in areas that were previously inaccessible. In contrast, smaller municipalities, 
particularly rural towns, often lack the staffing, technical expertise, or financial resources to 
implement similar reforms (League of Wisconsin Municipalities, 2025). 
 
Comparisons with international contexts, such as Finland, illustrate how institutional capacity 
affects municipal outcomes. Sutela (2023) notes that Finnish municipalities actively shape 
housing markets through municipal landholding, centralized planning, and coordinated 
development strategies. High institutional capacity allows these municipalities to respond 
comprehensively to housing demand. Wisconsin municipalities, however, operate within a 
decentralized governance structure and often have limited capacity, which constrains their ability 
to implement meaningful reforms independently. 
 
Political dynamics further influence municipal action. Local governments must balance housing 
initiatives with competing budgetary priorities, such as infrastructure maintenance, public safety, 
and social services. Municipalities with larger planning staff, experience in grant writing, and 
engagement with developers are better able to translate zoning changes into constructed units. In 
contrast, smaller towns may delay reforms or rely solely on external programs, highlighting the 
critical role of state-level support in bridging capacity gaps. 
 
Capacity limitations can also result in uneven outcomes across the state. Urban centers may 
successfully implement zoning reforms and leverage partnerships to increase workforce housing, 
while suburban and rural areas lag. These disparities underscore the importance of integrating 
municipal capacity considerations into statewide housing policy and program design. 
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State Policy Constraints and Local Discretion in Housing Policy 
 
While municipalities play a central role in land-use regulation, their authority is shaped by state 
statutory frameworks that define the boundaries of local discretion. In Wisconsin, zoning 
authority is delegated to municipalities under Wisconsin Statutes §§62.23 and 60.61, which grant 
local governments broad police powers over land use but impose procedural and substantive 
constraints. Municipal zoning ordinances must conform to comprehensive plans, follow statutory 
public hearing requirements, and adhere to constitutional takings and equal protection standards. 
 
State-level policies also influence housing outcomes through building codes, environmental 
regulations, and infrastructure requirements. For example, uniform dwelling codes administered 
by the Wisconsin Department of Safety and Professional Services establish statewide minimum 
standards for residential construction, limiting local flexibility in building design and materials. 
Environmental regulations under the Wisconsin Department of Natural Resources affect 
development through shoreland zoning, floodplain regulations, and wetland protections, which 
can restrict buildable land in many communities. 
 
Fiscal constraints further shape municipal housing policy. Property tax levy limits and state-
imposed revenue controls restrict local governments’ ability to finance infrastructure and 
housing incentives, making state grants and financing programs critical for workforce housing 
development. Programs administered by WHEDA and WEDC therefore serve as essential tools 
for municipalities that lack independent fiscal capacity. 
 
Despite these constraints, municipalities retain discretion over zoning density, housing type 
permissions, parking requirements, lot size standards, and permitting processes. These 
discretionary tools represent the primary policy levers available to local governments to expand 
workforce housing supply. Understanding the interaction between state-imposed constraints and 
local discretionary authority is essential for designing effective state–local housing partnerships. 
 
Zoning Reform as a Policy Tool 
 
Zoning reform is widely recognized as a critical mechanism to increase housing supply and 
reduce exclusionary practices. Policies such as permitting ADUs, enabling higher-density 
development, and allowing mixed-use zones can expand housing options and improve 
affordability (Hanley, 2024). In Wisconsin, municipalities that have adopted such reforms report 
measurable increases in available workforce housing. For instance, Madison’s zoning flexibility, 
combined with employer engagement, has facilitated housing developments near key 
employment centers (Exact Sciences, 2025). Eau Claire has similarly adjusted its zoning to allow 
duplexes in single-family neighborhoods, increasing the potential for small-scale multifamily 
development (League of Wisconsin Municipalities, 2025). 
 
Despite these benefits, zoning reform often encounters political resistance. Residents may 
oppose increased density, fearing negative impacts on neighborhood character, property values, 
and infrastructure. Hanley (2024) notes that political opposition frequently delays or blocks zone 
proposals. This resistance demonstrates that regulatory changes alone are insufficient; they must 
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be paired with incentives, technical assistance, and broader coordination to achieve desired 
outcomes. 
 
State involvement can amplify the impact of zoning reforms. Bauer et al. (2022) suggest that 
financial incentives, streamlined permitting, and technical guidance increase the likelihood of 
successful implementation. In Wisconsin, programs such as WHEDA’s Rural Affordable 
Workforce Housing Initiative provide municipalities with the resources necessary to implement 
zoning changes effectively (WHEDA, 2025). The integration of state resources with local zoning 
flexibility enables municipalities to overcome financial and regulatory barriers while advancing 
workforce housing objectives. 
 
Fairness and Targeting in Housing Policy 
 
Fairness considerations are central to effective workforce housing policy. Restrictive zoning 
practices can exacerbate existing socioeconomic and racial disparities, limiting affordable 
housing in higher-opportunity neighborhoods (Hanley, 2024). HUD’s Results for America report 
(2022) emphasizes the importance of data-driven targeting to reach underserved populations, a 
strategy that municipalities and state programs can use to improve outcomes. 
 
In Wisconsin, fairness-focused initiatives include rural workforce housing programs that 
prioritize middle-income households in underserved areas (WHEDA, 2025). These programs 
address both affordability and geographic disparities, ensuring that communities with limited 
market incentives can access housing development opportunities. The integration of fairness into 
policy design ensures that housing expansion benefits populations historically excluded from 
homeownership or affordable rental options. 
 
Sutela (2023) highlights that municipalities in Finland successfully balance universal housing 
goals with market dynamics, offering lessons for U.S. districts. Wisconsin policymakers can 
adapt these lessons by linking zoning reform with targeted state resources, ensuring that 
workforce housing development addresses both supply and equitable access. 
 
Intergovernmental Coordination and Partnerships 
 
Intergovernmental coordination is a recurring theme in housing literature. Local implementation 
of state programs is often limited by differences in capacity, priorities, and technical expertise 
(HUD, 2022). Wisconsin demonstrates how state-local partnerships can overcome these 
challenges. WHEDA’s Rural Affordable Workforce Housing Initiative provides municipalities 
with both funding and technical assistance, enabling projects that might otherwise be infeasible 
(WHEDA, 2025). 
 
Employer engagement represents another effective strategy. Madison’s partnership with Exact 
Sciences illustrates how collaboration among employers, municipalities, and state agencies can 
produce workforce housing near employment centers, reduce commute times, and support 
retention (Exact Sciences, 2025). Similar approaches can be adapted across other Wisconsin 
municipalities to align local capacity with state resources and private sector investment. 
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Coordination also facilitates scalable outcomes. Programs that combine regulatory flexibility, 
technical assistance, and financial support achieve measurable increases in housing production 
and affordability. Conversely, isolated municipal efforts or fragmented state programs often fail 
to produce meaningful results. This underscores the importance of integrated strategies that 
leverage both local autonomy and state-level support. 
 
Analytic Framework 
 
The analytic framework guiding this study emphasizes the interaction of zoning reform, 
municipal capacity, and state-local partnerships in shaping workforce housing outcomes. 
Municipal zoning reform expands the legal possibilities for development. However, the 
effectiveness of these reforms depends on local capacity to implement them and on state-level 
support for financing and technical assistance. 
 
The framework links municipal capacity, state support, and fairness considerations to measurable 
outcomes, such as units produced, affordability, and geographic distribution of housing. It also 
highlights public management concerns, including policy capacity, intergovernmental 
coordination, and the integration of fairness into local and state planning. By applying this 
framework to Wisconsin municipalities, the study can analyze how zoning reform, when 
combined with state resources and collaborative partnerships, leads to improved workforce 
housing outcomes, while identifying barriers in municipalities with limited capacity or restrictive 
zoning. 
 
The literature reviewed above demonstrates that workforce housing challenges in Wisconsin 
stem from a combination of structural barriers, including restrictive zoning practices, limited 
municipal capacity, and uneven state-level support. While past studies and policy initiatives have 
identified potential tools such as zoning reform, public-private partnerships, and 
intergovernmental coordination, there remains a lack of empirical understanding of how these 
mechanisms interact to produce measurable outcomes in different municipal contexts. This gap 
highlights the need for systematic research that connects policy design to implementation results 
across varying community types. To address this gap, the following study applies a mixed-
methods approach, integrating comparative case studies, secondary data analysis, and policy 
review to evaluate how zoning reforms and state-local partnerships influence workforce housing 
outcomes in Wisconsin. The next section outlines the research design, data sources, and 
analytical procedures used to examine this question. 
 
Methodology 
 
The project employs a mixed-methods research design to evaluate the effect of zoning reform 
and state-local cooperation on the supply and affordability of workforce housing in Wisconsin. 
The design couple’s quantitative data analysis and qualitative case studies to gain a detailed 
understanding of how policy tools operate at the local level. The mixed-methods approach allows 
for both empirical validity and contextual depth, making possible the comparison of results 
across community size and governance structures. 
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The following section is divided into two categories, as follows: 
 

1. Research design and data sources – explaining the study's overall design, data collection, 
and case selection criteria. 

2. Analytical procedures and validity – discussing how the data is analyzed, interpreted, and 
verified for accuracy and reliability. 

 
Research Design and Data Sources 
 
The research design follows a convergent mixed-methods design in which quantitative and 
qualitative data are collected and analyzed simultaneously. Quantitative data single out empirical 
outcomes. Housing production, for example, affordability metrics, and the implementation of 
zoning reform. Whereas qualitative data offers an insight into the administrative, political, and 
institutional conditions under which such outcomes are achieved. Together, these two 
perspectives compose a balanced, empirically grounded framework of workforce housing policy 
success. The general research question guiding this analysis is: 
 
To what degree are zoning reform and state–local coordination successful in addressing 
workforce housing needs in Wisconsin? 
 
The study is informed by the hypothesis that those municipalities with more liberal zoning 
ordinances and higher levels of intergovernmental coordination will have more favorable 
workforce housing trends than those without. In this study, “liberal zoning ordinances” refer to 
regulatory frameworks that expand by-right housing development capacity through increased 
allowable density, broader permitted housing types, reduced minimum lot sizes, and streamlined 
approval processes.  Zoning ordinances are conceptualized along a regulatory flexibility 
continuum. At the restrictive end are conventional Euclidean zoning codes characterized by 
single-family exclusivity, large minimum lot sizes, strict height limits, and discretionary 
approval requirements for non-single-family housing. Moderate ordinances allow limited 
“missing middle” housing types, such as duplexes and townhomes, often with conditional 
approvals. The most liberal ordinances permit higher-density multifamily development, 
accessory dwelling units, mixed-use zoning, and by-right development with reduced parking and 
lot size requirements. 
 
Table 1: Selected Municipalities summarizes the listing of municipalities that were selected to 
represent a range of municipal circumstances to evaluate the hypothesis. These cases were 
chosen based on population size, type, evidence of zoning reform activity, and engagement in 
state housing programs. The diversity of these communities allows for comparison under 
different governance and economic conditions, providing valuable perspectives on both the 
opportunities and challenges influencing policy outcomes. Within table 1, Population estimates 
were obtained from the U.S. Census Bureau Population Estimates Program (2024). Participation 
in WHEDA’s Rural Affordable Workforce Housing Initiative was verified through WHEDA 
program reports and press releases. Zoning reform actions were identified through municipal 
zoning ordinances, comprehensive plans, and city council legislative records for each 
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municipality. Municipal population class designations were based on Wisconsin Statutes §62.05 
and Wisconsin Department of Administration municipal classification data. 
 
Table 1: Selected Municipalities 
 

 
 
 
 
 

Municipality Type Population 
est. 

WHEDA 
Rural 
Housing 
Participant 

Notable Zoning 
Reforms/Policy Actions 

Rationale for 
Selection 

City of 
Madison 

Urban 
3rd class 
city 

275,000 No Citywide zoning reform 
to permit AUDs, higher 
density, and mixed-use 
development; 
partnerships with major 
employers 

Serves as an urban 
benchmark 
demonstrating large-
scale zoning reform 
and employer 
collaboration  

City of Eau 
Claire 

Mid-
sized 
urban 
3rd class 
city 

69,000 No Incremental zoning 
reform allowing 
duplexes in single-
family zones; adoption 
of “missing middle” 
housing ordinance 

Illustrates moderate 
municipal capacity 
and partial zoning 
reform progress in a 
mid-sized Wisconsin 
city 

City of 
Viroqua 

Rural 
4th class 
city 

4,500 Yes Participating in 
WHEDA’s Rural 
Affordable Housing 
Initiative; exploring 
downtown infill and 
small-scale multifamily 
housing 

Represents a rural 
municipality using 
state support to 
overcome capacity 
constraints and 
stimulate housing 

City of 
Merrill 

Rural 
4th class 
city 

9,000 Yes WHEDA participant 
focusing on 
rehabilitation of existing 
housing stock and 
development of 
workforce rental units 

Demonstrates state-
local partnership 
effectiveness in rural 
housing revitalization 

City of 
Montello 

Rural 
4th class 
city 

1,300 No Traditional zoning 
framework with limited 
density or mixed-use 
provisions; no 
significant housing 
reform initiatives 

Serves as a baseline 
municipality to 
contrast with reform-
oriented or state-
supported peers 
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Data for this study is drawn from a combination of quantitative and qualitative sources. 
Quantitative data include U.S. Census Bureau and American Community Survey statistics on 
income, housing stock, and affordability; Wisconsin Housing and Economic Development 
Authority (WHEDA) studies; Wisconsin Department of Administration (DOA) housing data; 
and Wisconsin REALTORS® Association housing market information. Local housing 
affordability studies, budgets, and zoning ordinances also inform the analysis.  
Qualitative data are drawn from municipal planning reports, comprehensive plans, and zoning 
ordinances, as well as program evaluations of WHEDA and the Wisconsin Economic 
Development Corporation (WEDC). Legislative reports, transcripts from public hearings, and, 
where feasible, semi-structured interviews with local officials provide additional information on 
implementation practices and policy processes. 
 
Figure B: League of Wisconsin Municipalities. (2025) 
 

To illustrate the broader scope of the problem, Figure B presents an estimated regional 
distribution of Wisconsin's workforce housing shortage, based on League of Wisconsin 
Municipalities data (2025). The figure indicates that while urban communities account for most 
of the shortage, suburban and rural communities also face sizable shortfalls. These mismatches 
underscore the need for synchronized strategies that coordinate state resources with local 
implementation capacity. The regional context puts the subsequent case studies into perspective 
and reinforces the importance of taking both structural and managerial differences among 
municipalities into account. 
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Analytical Procedures and Validity 
 
Qualitative analysis complements these observations with a content-based case study approach. 
Policy documents, planning reports, and municipal ordinances are reviewed for recurring themes 
like regulatory flexibility, intergovernmental cooperation, and administrative capacity. Coding 
procedures categorize policies and outcomes into conceptual categories, like "policy innovation," 
"state support," or "implementation barriers” to shed light on the ways in which institutional and 
political conditions influence results. Comparative analysis across the three case studies reveals 
both best practice and persistent structural challenges, illustrating the interaction between policy 
intention and realization on the ground. 
 
Ensuring the validity and reliability of research outcomes is a central issue of this research. 
Validity is strengthened through triangulation, with multiple data sources used to confirm 
observed patterns and relationships. The mixed-methods design enhances construct validity by 
combining statistical data with narrative evidence from case studies and policy documents. 
Systematic data collection procedures, clear inclusion criteria for the selection of cases, and 
standardized coding techniques ensure reliability. The use of publicly available or institutionally 
validated data also minimizes potential measurement bias. 
 
Despite these precautions, there are several limitations that must be mentioned. Differences in 
municipal reporting practices may affect data comparability across districts, and some smaller 
municipalities lack large datasets or detailed housing reports. Additionally, limited access to 
municipal representatives may constrain the extent of qualitative interviews. These limitations 
are balanced by cross-referencing multiple data sources and by confining interpretation to pattern 
detection and implications rather than statistical generalizations. 
 
Although the study examines five Wisconsin municipalities, the cases were selected using a 
most-different systems design to capture variation in population size, administrative capacity, 
zoning regimes, and state program participation. This design enhances analytic generalizability 
by identifying mechanisms that operate across diverse contexts rather than producing statistically 
representative estimates. While findings may not predict outcomes for every municipality, the 
causal pathways identified: zoning flexibility, municipal capacity, and intergovernmental 
partnership are likely transferable to other small and mid-sized municipalities in Wisconsin and 
similar states with decentralized land-use governance structures. Future research using larger 
samples or econometric analysis could further test the external validity of these mechanisms. 
 
Methodology Summary 
 
This study integrates quantitative and qualitative research methods to analyze the influence of 
zoning reform and state–local cooperation on workforce housing outcomes in Wisconsin. By 
synthesizing empirical indicators and contextual analysis, the research crafts a multifaceted 
understanding of the most promising policy solutions to the state's workforce housing deficit. 
The mixed-methods design enhances the analytical rigor and practical relevance of the research, 
arriving at evidence-based findings to guide policymaking and intergovernmental collaboration 
in the future. 
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The upcoming sections offer the results from qualitative case analysis. The study identifies 
zoning reform and state-local coordination as independent variables affecting workforce housing 
outcomes, including municipal zoning flexibility, participation in WHEDA's rural workforce 
housing programs, and levels of intergovernmental collaboration. The dependent variable is the 
observed effectiveness of workforce housing development measured through evidence of new or 
rehabilitated housing, improved affordability, and administrative capacity to perpetuate housing 
initiatives. The findings section describes the variations in these independent factors to lead to 
varying outcomes in different municipal contexts. It extends to patterns of innovation; 
identifying barriers to reform; and interprets how institutional and policy conditions influence 
housing outcomes. Lastly, the conclusion translates this information into opportunities for 
policymakers and public managers, by identifying policy strategies, partnership structures, and 
capacity-building efforts that can enhance workforce housing work throughout Wisconsin. 
 
Findings 
 
Overview 
 
The case studies demonstrate that municipalities operating within the same state statutory 
framework can achieve markedly different housing outcomes, suggesting that local discretionary 
zoning choices and capacity differences are decisive within the constraints imposed by state 
policy. Madison, Eau Claire, Viroqua, Merrill, and Montello were the five Wisconsin 
municipalities this study analyzed. They highlight how zoning reform and state-local 
partnerships have different effects on workforce housing outcomes. The expansion of housing 
options is more evident in communities like Madison and Eau Claire that adopted zoning 
flexibility. To finance and oversee new developments, smaller municipalities like Viroqua and 
Merrill relied on WHEDA programs and public-private partnerships. Montello, on the other 
hand, exhibits little activity in both policy areas, demonstrating how traditional zoning and 
limited capacity limit the production of workforce housing. All things considered, the results 
point to intergovernmental collaboration and zoning reform as complementary rather than 
interchangeable approaches to Wisconsin's workforce housing shortage (WHEDA, 2025). Each 
municipality is summarized throughout this section. 
 
City of Madison 
 
Accordingly, Madison has been at the forefront in Wisconsin, modernizing its zoning code to 
expand housing options along the broad income spectrum. In 2025, the city enacted a package of 
"Housing Forward" proposals that increased flexibility for ADUs and allowed higher-density 
mixed-use developments near major employment centers (City of Madison, 2025a). What this 
policy did was streamline the approval process for small multifamily and infill housing, 
especially within areas of public transit access. These reforms aimed at removing the 
administrative barriers that discouraged small developers and homeowners from building 
additional rental units (City of Madison, 2025b). 
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Madison's reforms occur alongside the collaborations of major local employers and the city to 
advance workforce housing near job centers. For instance, Exact Sciences worked with the city 
to support the master planning of affordable rentals near its campus-a strategy that aids employee 
retention and cuts down on employee commuting costs (Exact Sciences, 2025). From an analytic 
standpoint, Madison exemplifies how zoning reform, in concert with private sector engagement, 
can yield measurable outcomes in workforce housing supply. The reforms also reveal how local 
governments with deeper administrative capacity can convert policy intent into practice. 
 
City of Eau Claire 
 
Eau Claire is a mid-sized city that has implemented incremental but comprehensive changes in 
its zoning reform. The recent update of the city's zoning code, completed in 2025, expanded the 
kinds of residential structures permissible in single-family neighborhoods and added provisions 
for duplexes, townhouses, and small multifamily developments. This new framework streamlines 
the permitting process by letting developers build more diverse housing types without 
complicated variances or conditional use approvals. 
 
These changes reflect Eau Claire's long-term "Century Code" modernization effort, including a 
focus on mixed-use and infill development. According to the Wisconsin League of 
Municipalities (2025), reforms are already producing early signs of increased building permit 
activity and investor interest. Eau Claire provides one example that sustained policy work and 
public engagement can indeed move the needle on housing production in a moderate-growth 
community. The case thus supports the study's hypothesis that mid-sized municipalities like Eau 
Claire can achieve new workforce housing opportunities with increased zoning flexibility 
without significant state intervention. 
 
City of Viroqua 
 
Viroqua is an example of a small municipality looking to state–local partnerships to achieve 
outcomes beyond what it would normally expect. In 2024, the city, partnering with WHEDA, 
began construction on a 65-unit mixed-use workforce housing development downtown (Vernon 
County Reporter, 2024). The development will include rentals, a childcare facility, and retail in a 
single development, meeting multiple community needs in one project. State financing and 
technical assistance played major roles in the project’s feasibility, demonstrating the role of 
external partnerships in smaller communities (WHEDA, 2025). 
 
The zoning ordinances of Viroqua have also been adapted, permitting downtown infill and small-
scale multifamily development in a manner that has allowed projects that otherwise could have 
been prohibited. The success of the project shows that even rural municipalities can implement 
meaningful housing strategies when local land-use flexibility is combined with state-level 
financial support. For the researcher, Viroqua confirms that intergovernmental collaboration can 
offset administrative and fiscal limitations at the local level. 
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City of Merrill 
 
Merrill emphasizes the significance of local housing authority and WHEDA financing programs 
in maintaining affordable workforce housing. The Merrill Housing Authority governs a mix of 
public and subsidized units and helps facilitate the rehabilitation of older housing stock to 
maintain affordability. According to the Merrill Housing Authority, n.d., Merrill has not done 
much in the way of systemic zoning reform but has engaged in state and federal initiatives for 
building more rentals for low- and moderate-income households. 
 
In recent years, WHEDA’s Rural Affordable Workforce Housing Initiative has provided Merrill 
and similar municipalities with low-interest loans and technical assistance (WHEDA 2025). 
These programs have allowed Merrill to focus on rehabilitation and moderate new construction, 
rather than relying solely on local revenues or zoning changes. This finding aligns with the 
study's analytic framework suggesting that in lower-capacity municipalities, state partnerships 
are the principal mechanism driving workforce housing outcomes. 
 
City of Montello 
 
Montello provides a baseline case study that represents a community without either zoning 
reform or state partnership involvement. Its zoning ordinance, most recently comprehensively 
revised in 2017, retains traditional single-family restrictions, large lot size requirements, and 
very limited mixed-use provisions. (City of Montello. 2017). There is no evidence of recent 
participation in WHEDA's workforce housing initiatives or other state-supported programs. 
 
Without new zoning allowances or state collaboration, Montello has realized truly little 
quantifiable progress in expanding workforce housing opportunities. Local market conditions 
also limit development, as smaller rural communities often have fewer developers and financial 
intermediaries interested in lower-margin housing projects. The Montello case reinforces the 
broader finding that without either zoning flexibility or state partnership support, municipalities 
have few mechanisms to address workforce housing shortages. 
 
Cross-Case Synthesis 
 
The five cases reveal distinct pathways to workforce housing development that correspond to 
differences in local capacity and state engagement. Larger municipalities, such as Madison and 
Eau Claire, use zoning reform and employer partnerships to promote new housing construction. 
Smaller municipalities, such as Viroqua and Merrill, depend on WHEDA’s programs to provide 
both financing and administrative guidance. In contrast, Montello demonstrates how limited 
local resources and outdated zoning frameworks restrict development potential. 
 
Overall, zoning reform appears to be a necessary but insufficient condition for expanding 
workforce housing. It creates an enabling environment for development, but the success of such 
reforms depends on complementary factors such as financing, developer interest, and 
intergovernmental collaboration. Similarly, state partnerships alone cannot fully address local 
housing shortages without supportive zoning frameworks at the municipal level. The most 
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successful cases—Madison, Eau Claire, and Viroqua—combine regulatory reform with 
partnership-based funding and technical assistance. This reinforces the study’s analytic 
framework that posits the interaction of local flexibility and state coordination as the primary 
determinant of workforce housing success (WHEDA, 2025). 
 
 
Limitations 
 
These findings are based on publicly available reports, planning documents, and municipal 
publications from 2024 to 2025. Some projects are ongoing and have not yet produced 
measurable occupancy or affordability data. Smaller municipalities often have limited 
documentation, which may restrict comparative precision. Despite these limitations, the results 
provide unambiguous evidence that zoning reform and state–local partnerships together yield the 
strongest and most sustainable workforce housing outcomes across Wisconsin municipalities. 
 
The findings from this research illustrate how the interaction among zoning reform, municipal 
capacity, and state–local partnerships fundamentally shape workforce housing outcomes across 
Wisconsin communities. Cities such as Madison and Eau Claire have moved forward through 
regulatory modernization and collaboration with major employers. Smaller communities depend 
on state aid to overcome financial and administrative obstacles, such as Viroqua and Merrill. The 
limited progress observed in Montello further underlines how the absence of both factors holds 
back development. Such findings confirm the analytic framework set out above, which tied 
policy flexibility and intergovernmental coordination to measurable housing outcomes. The 
following section builds on these insights by converting the research findings into concrete 
recommendations for public managers and policymakers. It considers ways to improve state–
local collaboration, enhance municipal zoning policy, and ensure fair access to housing. It also 
reflects on how the present study contributes to broader theoretical understanding about 
intergovernmental management and highlights avenues through which future research can build 
upon the limitations of the current analysis. 
 
Conclusion 
 
Results from this study show that workforce housing growth in Wisconsin requires the 
combination of zoning reform, municipal capacity, and state-local partnership. Those 
municipalities that couple regulatory flexibility with technical and financial support, such as 
Madison, Eau Claire, and Viroqua, post quantifiable gains in increasing housing supply and 
affordability. Other communities, as in the case of Montello, either with limited administrative 
capacity or out-of-date zoning codes, continue to falter despite heightened awareness of the 
housing shortage. These results lead to the conclusion that significant development will require 
both local ingenuity and ongoing intergovernmental collaboration. 
 
Practical Recommendations for Public Managers 
 
Public managers are instrumental in creating the policy and administrative framework through 
which the efforts toward housing will succeed. Local governments can execute plans through a 
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direct incorporation of housing strategies into comprehensive plans, using zoning frameworks 
that encourage a variety of housing options, including duplexes, townhouse, and accessory 
dwelling unit options. Streamlined approval processes and reduced permitting barriers can 
facilitate small-scale infill development while limiting fiscal impacts (Hanley, 2024). 
 
Smaller municipalities can also pursue formal partnerships with state agencies such as WHEDA 
and WEDC. These agencies can help local governments overcome capacity limitations by 
offering financing, technical assistance, and program support. As demonstrated in the case of 
Viroqua, collaboration with WHEDA allows small communities to complete projects otherwise 
financially and administratively out of reach (WHEDA 2025). State agencies can help bolster 
these efforts by expanding their technical assistance programs and establishing stable, recurring 
funding streams for workforce housing. 
 
Municipal and state leaders should also work with local employers to pursue public–private 
partnerships focused on building housing near job centers. Madison's partnership with Exact 
Sciences was an example of how employer investment can align workforce needs with local 
development goals; cities can incentivize such collaboration by offering tax incentives, 
infrastructure cost sharing, or expedited permitting for employer-supported housing projects. 
 
Finally, municipalities should improve data collection and make housing programs more 
transparent. Keeping track of indicators such as affordability ratios, new starts, and geographic 
distribution would help officials follow progress and evaluate the outcomes. Strong data may 
also support accountability and bolster the case for continued state funding. (U.S. Department of 
Housing and Urban Development [HUD], 2022) 
 
Proposed Alternative Policy 
 
The findings have led to a suggested policy alternative in the form of a comprehensive State–
Local Workforce Housing Partnership Program. The program would be overseen by a central 
coordinating body housed within WHEDA and would collaborate with the Wisconsin 
Department of Administration (DOA), Division of Housing. It would unite three major elements: 
 

1. State Incentive Grants for municipalities adopting zoning reforms that increase housing 
density or diversify housing stock. 

2. Technical Assistance Networks managed by WHEDA provide planning, legal, and 
administrative guidance to rural and small municipalities. 

3. Public–Private Housing Development Consortiums that link municipalities, employers, 
and developers for co-financing of workforce housing projects. 

 
WHEDA would administer the technical assistance network and manage state incentive grants, 
including program eligibility, application review, monitoring, and reporting. The DOA would 
serve as the statewide policy and compliance lead, ensuring alignment with state housing goals, 
collecting performance data, and coordinating interagency efforts. Public–Private Housing 
Development Consortiums would be jointly administered at the regional level by participating 
municipalities, local employers, and WHEDA-appointed regional coordinators. This oversight 
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structure maintains local autonomy while ensuring that the program’s financial tools, technical 
support, and partnership frameworks are consistently implemented and evaluated across the 
state. 
 
The approach is also consistent with successful state-local partnerships in other areas, such as 
economic development and infrastructure funding. The combination of financial support with 
regulatory flexibility would incentivize scalable and sustainable workforce housing development 
across Wisconsin. 
 
Implications for Theory and Practice 
 
This study thus confirms the intergovernmental management framework by showing how 
success in any housing policy is achieved by joining hands across different government levels. 
The institutional capacity and sector linkage are crucial links from policy design to effective 
implementation, according to Bauer et al., 2022. The findings assure the need to link 
organizational theory with the design of public policy. While local governments are the first line 
implementers of the policy, their effectiveness can be only assured through the fiscal and 
institutional structures provided by the state. 
 
This study offers guidance from a public management perspective for the development of 
multilevel governance systems capable of reducing fragmentation in housing policy. Embedding 
the coordination mechanisms within state housing programs would help align Wisconsin's policy 
tools with the administrative realities smaller municipalities and rural areas face. 
 
Conclusion Summary 
 
Overall, this report shows that zoning reform is most effective when paired with state 
partnerships. Local regulatory updates expand the legal capacity for new housing, while 
coordinated state investment provides the technical and financial support necessary to ensure 
successful implementation. Wisconsin could address its workforce housing shortage through 
further strengthening the partnerships, expanding technical assistance, and engaging more 
employers in the process of housing development. Such efforts would better stabilize 
communities, improve economic performance, and increase the overall quality of life for 
working families throughout the state. 
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