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MADISON REGION, WISCONSIN 
Advance Now  

 

The Madison Region needed an action-oriented strategy to 

improve and unify our economic development efforts and equip 

us to better compete on the national and global stage. Despite a 

historically strong economy, the region was falling behind in 

economic recovery post-recession. Market Street Services helped us to increase and harness a sense of 

urgency in moving the region forward, developing a strategy rooted in research, data, and community input. 

The result was Advance Now, a powerful blueprint for economic growth with tangible goals, actions, and 

metrics that have fostered greater regional collaboration and helped develop capacity among our 

colleagues.  I am delighted to be driving the implementation of this strategy. 

Paul Jadin, President, MadREP 

Background 

The Madison Region had not experienced the “booms” and “busts” of other areas, but contentment with 

the status quo had stalled potential successes and the drive to fully engage in economic development 

efforts. Madison frequently topped rankings and lists of best cities for young professionals, education, 

health care, low unemployment, and other critical factors, but the region (and state, for that matter) was 

not recognized nationally or globally as a place for business or as a place that understood how to translate 

its community and educational assets into a competitive climate for high-quality jobs.  

Declining historic sectors, lagging wages, negative small business growth, disjointed and competing efforts 

within the region, and no national perception of the Madison Region as “in the game” illustrated the need 

for a holistic approach. Public and private resources in the Madison Region had never prioritized economic 

development initiatives; meanwhile, as the nation emerged from the Great Recession the competition was 

stronger than ever for fewer and fewer opportunities. Neighboring Midwestern states and other U.S. 

regions were becoming increasingly aggressive to attract and expand advanced manufacturing operations 

and other sectors.  

Market Street Services partnered with Thrive, the economic development organization for Madison and 

south central Wisconsin, in 2011 to develop its first-ever regional blueprint for economic growth. Through 

Market Street’s research, insights, and guidance, the Thrive leadership was looking for: 

 A collaborative approach to support a targeted, effective, and efficient program of work  

 Tangible performance metrics that systematically move the region’s economy forward 

 Actionable tasks linked to strategic goals 

 A branded strategy with widespread stakeholder and community buy‐in 

 Comprehensive Economic Development Strategy (CEDS) approved by the U.S. Economic 

Development Administration (EDA) 
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The four-phase Advance Now planning process launched with a familiarization tour of the large region, 

followed by an extensive stakeholder input phase. Approximately 1,700 regional residents participated in 

stakeholder input through focus groups, interviews, and an online survey. Serious concern was expressed 

by many regional stakeholders that the Madison Region missed opportunities and had lost its standing in 

sectors of historic strength as other metro areas across the U.S. aggressively positioned themselves for 

business retention, attraction, and startup creation. Still, the Madison Region boasted a range of growing 

technology-based businesses, a highly-educated workforce, high quality of life, and a diverse range of 

urban, suburban, and rural communities for workers and businesses to choose. 

A plan for the region would not only need to articulate an aggressive economic development program and 

continue a strong trajectory of talent development and retention, but also would have to involve serious 

staff and governance changes within Thrive and build trust for the organization among its partners and the 

many communities in the eight counties it served. The Advance Now Strategy outlined five goal areas for 

the region to work on over five years: (1) Advance Economic Competitiveness; (2) Advance Human Capital; 

(3) Advance Innovation and Entrepreneurship; (4) Advance the Madison Region’s Story; and (5) Advance 

Regional Cooperation, Leadership, and Diversity. 

Implementation Highlights 

Upon final approval by the Strategy Committee, Advance Now was rolled out at a community summit 

attended by around 300 business and community leaders, elected officials, economic development 

professionals, and local media. 

 In 2013, Thrive underwent rebranding and emerged as MadREP, the Madison Region Economic 

Partnership, with a new logo to better communicate the fundamental collaboration between the 

diverse counties, communities, and businesses in the Madison region. 

 MadREP, in partnership with the Urban League of Greater Madison, held its first Economic 

Development, Diversity and Leadership Summit in 2014. The Summit drew over 400 participants 

from across the region and addressed the region’s ability to capitalize on its diversity and to focus 

on improving education and job training to ensure their workforce is prepared. 

 Aligning education and workforce development efforts with target sector initiatives was one of the 

directives on the Advance Human Capital goal area. MadREP and key partners have begun to host a 

series of industry roundtables that connect workforce development professionals with business 

representatives to identify actionable human capital needs. Because of discussions at a roundtable 

session, Moraine Park Technical College decided to move its IT – Applications Developer Program to 

the College’s Beaver Dam campus to help Dodge County employers meet their IT sector job needs. 

 The Madison region, always a darling of the quality of life rankings, has begun to rise in the business 

rankings too. Forbes named University Research Park and MG&E Innovation Center on the UW-

Madison campus among the world’s “10 Especially Crackling Innovation Hubs” in 2013. Also in 2013, 

The Progressive Policy Institute named Dane County #9 in Information Technology job growth. In 

2014, Madison was ranked fifth on Forbes’ list of “Cities Winning the Battle for Information Jobs.” In 

March of this year, private sector wages in Dane County were 9.3% higher than they were in March 

2013, the second largest increase in the nation according to the local paper. 

 


