
Wisconsin Main Street Entrepreneurship Trends 2022 
This 2022 survey covered business opening and closing activity in the 2019-2021 period within Wisconsin 

Main Streets while also exploring entrepreneur demographics and factors influencing business decisions 

related to startup timing, lease structure, and industry trends. This study replicates a similar study covering 

the period from 2016-2018. This report covers the subsequent three years from 2019-2021, which includes 

the initial lockdown period following the onset of the COVID-19 pandemic. While the business climate in the 

two time periods was incredibly disparate, many downtown entrepreneurship trends were consistent.   

Background 
The Wisconsin Main Street program conducts regular surveys of participant communities to understand the 

small business climate across the state. Wisconsin Main Street programs include 34 communities in a wide 

variety of sizes, ranging from Cities and Villages under 1,000 in population to urban neighborhoods in Green 

Bay and Milwaukee. In addition to quantifying the number and pattern of business openings and closures in 

downtown districts, periodic surveys of directors and business owners provide additional insights into 

opportunities, challenges, and decision factors that lead entrepreneurs to make location decisions regarding 

their business. Past studies have examined the role that women entrepreneurs play in the community, as 

well as examining the market share of businesses, employees, and spending in downtown districts relative to 

their respective cities. These topics will also be explored in this study, along with the role of local funding in 

helping startup and sustain businesses in downtowns, especially during the time of COVID.  

Key Findings 

The 2019-2021 survey identify the following trends associated with downtown entrepreneurship: 

- Business starts have increased year over year each of the three years in communities of all sizes and 

geographies, continuing the pattern found in the prior three-year period. 

- The three-year share of startups by sector was very similar to the 2016-2018 study, with retailers 

comprising 38% of new businesses, personal services one-quarter of startup activity, and restaurants 

17% of openings. 

- While there was a lull in startups in the restaurant, bar, and personal services sectors during 2020, 

new starts in 2021 in these segments made up for this shortfall. 

o Some business sub-types closed at greater rates due to COVID, especially fitness studios, 

while other businesses opened at greater rates, including education and child-care.  

o While restaurants represented an equal share of opening and closing activity over the three-

year period, the actual ratio of restaurants closing to opening was 2:1.  

o In addition to bars, the entertainment category included numerous additional business types 

not previously represented in any numbers, including museums, axe throwing, arcades and 

experiential art, and other activities.  While some of these business types had opened in 

previous years, non-bar entertainment represented only 12% of the category in 2018 and 

35% in 2022.  

- Business closures by tenure of business were unchanged. Overall, 10%of businesses opened during 

the period were no longer open by the end of 2021.  The average years-in-business for closed 

businesses is 8.3 years, although this number dropped to 6.3 years during 2020 as COVID business 

closures impacted sales and resulted in closures especially for newer businesses.  

- Women remain prominent in downtown entrepreneurship, representing more than 38% of startups, 

or 51% including jointly owned businesses, including more than 20% of businesses in all sectors. The 



share of minority business activity was 50% higher than in the previous study which showed only 

10% of new businesses to be minority-owned.  

- First-time entrepreneurs represent the bulk of new business activity and are twice as likely to be 

found in rural areas and in the retail and restaurant sectors. Serial entrepreneurs are focused on 

urban areas and favor the bar, entertainment, and hospitality sectors.  

- Half of new business owners, and 70% of women-led startups are actively involved in the 

community, serving on a municipal or civic board or committee.  

- 35% of new businesses received some type of local financial support (approximately half in the form 

of startup assistance such as façade or signage funds, and half from COVID relief programs). 

However, urban businesses were twice as likely to receive local financial assistance as those in rural 

communities.  

 

Overall Startup Activity 
In the past three years, 535 total businesses opened their doors in Wisconsin’s 34 Main Street communities. 

In contrast, 225 businesses closed during the same period, for a net gain of 310 businesses and 1,234 net new 

employees. 

The chart below illustrates the types of businesses represented by those openings. Year-over-year, the 

greatest number of businesses opened in 2021 (214 businesses, or 40%), while openings in 2019 and 2020 

were relatively similar (30% of openings each year), despite the clear challenges presented by COVID.  

This level of startup activity represents a 17% increase from activity tracked during the first study. Despite 

opening during a pandemic, the survival rate of new businesses was also similar for the two periods. The 

more recent study found that 56 of the new businesses also closed within the study period, for a 10% failure 

rate during the first three years of business, with 20% of businesses opening during 2019 closing during the 

study period, 11% of 2020 businesses and only 3% of 2021 firms that didn’t make it one year. In the previous 

study, there was an 11.5% closure rate for new 

businesses tracked, with a similar pattern of closure 

rates increasing over the three-year period. 

While the rate of startups was not as impacted by COVID 

as one would expect, the type of businesses opening in 

2020 was different than in previous years. For instance, 

the fewest number of bars opening 2020 of any year 

tracked, restaurant openings decreased by one-third, 

and retail openings by 20 percent.  In large part, these 

trends have started to reverse; 2021 saw increased 

openings in each of these COVID-depressed categories, 

with the number of new retail shops opening in 2021 

higher than all previous years tracked. Personal service 

and professional service firm startup rates were 

unchanged, although the mix of business types opening 

and closing in these categories was different. Retailers 

again represented the largest single category of business 

openings over the entire study period, at 38 percent. 

This was the exact share of new businesses during the prior survey period.  
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By sub-type, the following table illustrates the breakdown of new businesses opening and closing over the 

past three years. 

Business Type Sub-Categories of Openings Sub-Categories of Closures 

Bars - Sports bar, local bar, pub (74%) 
- Brewery (25%) 

- Lounge (17%) 
- Club (15%) 

Personal Services - Barber & Beauty (36%) 
- Fitness (19%) 
- Child Care & Education (10%) 
- Mental Health (10%) 
- Photography (9%) 

- Fitness (38%) 
- Barber/Salon (24%) 
- Massage (15%) 

Professional Services - Construction & Home 
Improvement (25%) 

- Finance, Insurance, Legal (37%) 

- Legal/Accounting/Finance (25%) 

Retail - Apparel (20%) 
- Gifts (15%) 
- Antiques/Home Goods (8%) 
- Drug/CBD (7%) 
- Sporting/Hobby (7%) 
- Nutrition/Supplement (5%) 
- Bakery (4%) 

- Apparel (23%) 
- Gift (17%) 
- Sporting/Hobby (11%) 
- Antiques/Home Goods (9%) 
- Used Merchandise (7%) 

 

 

Business Closures 

Interestingly, the study found that business 

closures were not significantly higher than 

other years during 2020 – rather, the rate of 

closures follows the same patterns as the 

previous study period, increasing in year 2 and 

3 by similar amounts. Additionally, the 

commonly heard theory that many 

longstanding businesses with owners nearing 

retirement elected to close their doors during 

the pandemic rather than borrow to remain in 

business turns out not to be true. The average 

tenure of businesses closing in 2020 is less 

than those closing in 2019 or 2021. The 

businesses that closed in the past three years 

averaged 8.3 years in business. Closures 

included 8% of businesses in business for less 

than 1 year (same-year business closures were 

not substantially higher in 2020 but occurred 

at comparable levels in each of the six years studied to date), 53% in business from 1-5 years, 16% with 6-10 

years of tenure, and 21% of closures were of businesses established more than a decade ago, including four 

businesses founded before 1960.  

Business closures by sector illustrate the impact of COVID a bit more. While the relative percentages of 

businesses in each category opening versus closing is comparable, restaurant closures are twice as frequent 

as restaurant openings in the past three years. Although the overall share of closures in the personal services 
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sector was smaller than the number of openings, the type of businesses reflected in the two categories was 

dramatically different. For instance, fitness and massage businesses comprised more than half of the closures 

in that category, but only 14% of openings. Instead, openings in the personal services sector were dominated 

by hair salons and barbershops (30%), and included numerous child-care and education facilities, not 

proportionally represented in the closure list.  

It should be noted that while many businesses that closed because of COVID are reflected in this report, it is 

anticipated that more fallout will occur in the next twelve months. Many communities report numerous 

businesses that have continued to operate at limited capacity or with limited hours, which may ultimately 

close if business does not return to previous levels soon.  

Entrepreneur Profile 
While the type of new businesses attracted to downtown tells us much about the spending habits of local 

consumers, the ownership profile of the entrepreneurs behind these efforts is equally compelling.  

Downtown entrepreneurs include a significant share of women business owners (industry mix). The share of 

startups operated by women is comparable to the results of a previous 2016 business ownership study which 

found that 39% of all downtown business owners in the state were female. This figure also does not include 

the additional 13% of businesses owned jointly where one partner is a woman. By the number of business 

establishments, the ownership profile is as follows (may total more than 535 businesses if owners identify in 

multiple categories): 

• 201 women-owned businesses (38%) 

• 70 jointly owned businesses (couples/partners, married or otherwise) (13%) 

• 7 veteran-owned businesses (1%) 

• 53 minority owned businesses (10%) 

• 189 first-time entrepreneurs (35%) 

• 70 second-career entrepreneurs (13%) 

• 60 serial entrepreneurs (multiple prior businesses) (11%) 

The number of minority-owned businesses reflected in the 2022 startups was 50% greater than the number 

of businesses reported 2018, and at 10% of all startups, this share is still below to the statewide minority 

small business ownership percentage (13% of all Wisconsin small businesses were minority-owned in 2019 

according to the Small Business Administration). Despite this strong startup activity, minority businesses had 

a greater failure rate, with 13.2% of new minority-owned businesses also closing during the study period (as 

compared to 10% of all businesses. Similarly, the average tenure of minority-owned businesses was only 2.3 

years versus 8.3 for all businesses (although the significantly smaller share of minority businesses from past 

decades contributes to this trend).  

The number of veteran-owned businesses may be an undercount, since it requires the business owner to 

disclose this information.  

The share of first-time business owners, second career entrepreneurs and serial entrepreneurs was 

consistent from the 2018 study. This was slightly surprising given the anecdotal evidence pointing to an 

increase in second career entrepreneurs resulting from COVID as individuals facing layoffs or rethinking their 

career goals started numerous businesses in Main Street districts.  

Women entrepreneurs were most likely to open retail and personal service businesses, but at least 20% of 

businesses in each category had women ownership (except bars, which had only 13% women owners, but 

33% women ownership if including jointly owned businesses). Minority business owners were concentrated 



in retail, personal services, and restaurant sectors, with 18% of all restaurants started by minority owners. 

While first time owners were well represented in all business types, serial entrepreneurs were concentrated 

in bars and hospitality businesses. In these categories, serial entrepreneurs accounted for more than 20% of 

new startup activity. Second career entrepreneurs were most likely to open bars (especially breweries) and 

retail shops post-retirement, and least likely to open service businesses.  

Geographic Comparison 
Despite the large number of rural districts in the Main 

Street program (60% of participating communities), rural 

businesses made up only half of all openings. This is a 

shift from 2018 when rural businesses far outnumbered 

urban startup activity.  This may be due to numerous 

factors, including the lack of move-in ready storefronts in 

many rural communities. Several urban and rural districts 

are experiencing chronic low vacancies, limiting overall 

startup activity for the past several years.  

The nature of startup activity varies slightly between 

urban and rural districts. Clearly the customer base and 

number of available storefronts in downtown districts is 

significantly smaller in most rural areas, limiting the 

number of new business opportunities within a given 

district. Most notably, bars and entertainment venues 

were significantly more common in urban districts (58% 

of bar openings and 75% of entertainment business 

openings were in urban districts). Rural districts saw 

slightly more hospitality establishments (including 

combinations of short-term rental housing and 

event/lodging venues).  There was an increased 

likelihood of property ownership in rural areas (32% of all 

new rural entrepreneurs own). This trend was also 

present in the 2018 survey and is likely driven by smaller 

properties/lower property values in rural areas, making 

ownership a more feasible prospect. Rural businesses are 

twice as likely to be started by first-time entrepreneurs, 

while serial entrepreneurs are highly concentrated in 

urban areas.  

While rural startups were slightly depressed compared to urban districts, rural businesses were more 

resilient overall, representing only 41% of closures. Urban closures were more likely to occur in the 

bar/entertainment and personal service spaces, while rural closures were more concentrated in retail and 

restaurant, but this is likely more closely associated with the underlying business mix than the performance 

of any industry type in urban versus rural geographies.  

Startup Profile: Lucky Cow Coffee & Gelato 

 
Lucky Cow Coffee and Gelato’s new storefront 

represents the continued expansion of their successful 

family dairy business. When Amber and Joe McComish 

first looked to diversify revenue from their family farm, 

they launched a gelato brand through the Platteville 

food incubator, then added a traveling food truck, and 

ultimately, a permanent storefront in downtown 

Darlington. Despite scheduling a retail opening during 

the shutdown, the business attracted lines of cars 

around the block eager to sample their products. Lucky 

Cow has already become a valued business partner for 

the community, supporting and participating in 

numerous downtown initiatives over the past year. 

With the summer season around the corner, Lucky Cow 

will provide a much-needed product and a critical 

anchor for a key corner in downtown that’s adjacent to 

the campground. 



New Business Logistics 
This survey again included a question regarding the 

length of time it took for new businesses to pass from the 

planning phase (when a business first contacted local 

representatives) and occupancy/opening. Not all 

businesses engaged local stakeholders prior to opening, 

but this information was available for one-third of all 

reported new businesses. While the average business 

tackling the multiple processes (permitting, buildout, 

financing) required 8 months to open, 36%took more 

than one year, and 9% took several years to find the right 

location and complete buildout.  This is a longer period 

than was reported in the previous survey when the 

average time to opening was only 4 months. Increased 

uncertainty by both entrepreneurs and lenders, coupled 

with delays in construction and equipment were all likely 

factors in this delay.  

Hospitality, restaurant, and bar concepts took longer to 

open, likely because of more extensive tenant 

improvements and licensing. Hotels and other lodging 

offerings took nearly 1.5 years from concept to opening, 

bars took more than one year, while restaurants took 10 

months on average. Retail and service uses took under 6 

months to open their doors, with some retailers opening 

in as little as one month.  

Not surprisingly for new businesses, a majority (76%) rent rather than own their spaces, comparable to the 

72% of renters identified in the 2018 survey. However, entertainment, hospitality, bar, and restaurant 

businesses were significantly more likely to own rather than rent (more than 2/3 of businesses in each 

category occupy owned properties). This is another implication of the high cost of renovations required (and 

why the time to opening is extended for these business types). While the 2018 study found that second 

career entrepreneurs were more likely to purchase than rent, that was not the case in this year’s study. Serial 

entrepreneurs seldom purchase property for business locations (fewer than 7% own their spaces). Rural 

businesses owners, however remained more likely to own, with just under one-third of rural businesses 

purchasing spaces to open their business, while only 15% of urban entrepreneurs opened in owner-occupied 

space.  

While property ownership is generally a positive trend, providing cost efficiencies (such as the ability to live 

above one’s business) to increase financial stability by minimizing rent increases and/or introducing 

additional revenue streams from ancillary residential or commercial tenant rent, the tendency toward 

ownership in rural areas may not always be by choice.  

In many small communities, the availability of suitable properties for new business ventures is limited. Older 

properties in need of maintenance coupled with cash-strapped property owners often require new rental 

tenants to make significant investments in space upgrades, introducing increased cost and uncertainty into 

the opening process. Where possible, purchasing a property creates future upside. Additionally new 

entrepreneurs, especially those in rural areas, may have limited financing options, with lenders requiring 

collateral (in the way of property) against business capital loans. For the average entrepreneur with limited 

Startup Profile: Scream’N Conuts 

 
Scream’N Conuts is a bright pink ice cream shop in 

downtown Two Rivers. Owner Emilee Rysticken 

opened the business in 2019 after graduating from 

high school. The shop serves up 16 flavors of Cedar 

Crest ice cream within their unique Conut, which is a 

donut ice cream cone. Emilee had long heard about 

Two River’s place in history as the birthplace of the ice 

cream sundae and inspired her to open the shop to fill 

a gap in the downtown business mix. The shop has 

been popular with both locals as well as summer 

tourists traveling to local beaches and traveling to the 

lake for summer weekends. 



capital, this makes property ownership a requirement for many types of businesses which may require 

custom tenant improvements.  

Local Impact 
While startup activity, job creation, and/or sustainability of 

locally owned businesses are oft-cited measures of a 

favorable economic climate, the true local impact of these 

businesses is often overlooked. Locally owned businesses 

generate revenue for property owners, business service 

providers, and contribute to the local tax base. According to 

2017 data from the Brandow Company, a typical 2,000 

square foot retail business spends $8,000-$10,000 annually 

on (non-rent, non-salary) goods and services that are often 

purchased locally. These businesses also create a daytime 

population base which supports restaurant and retail 

spending. Although individually they employ only a handful 

of individuals, the collective impact is significant, with 

Wisconsin downtowns accommodating 16% of all business 

entities within a given municipality. A 2012 employee 

spending survey by the International Council of Shopping 

Centers, determined that the average rural downtown 

employee spends an average of $119 per week on retail and 

restaurant spending, including 23% on food and beverage, 

20% on entertainment, and 33% on services, with the 

remainder as retail purchases. Therefore, the average 2-5-

employee downtown business contributes $20,000-$40,000 

annually in direct retail spending within the local economy, 

in addition to rent, taxes, utilities, and other variable 

spending.  This also does not include the higher spending 

multipliers typically applied to locally owned establishments, 

which typically retain 150% more revenues within the 

community than corporately owned businesses according to 

research by the business group Independent sector). 

In addition to the economic benefits of local 

entrepreneurship, a healthy base of local business owners 

helps cultivate a strong community. Nearly 50% of new 

business owners, despite only opening their doors in the 

past three years, have found time to become involved in a leadership role in the community – holding elected 

office, serving on a board or committee of a civic organization, etc.  Women-owned businesses were even 

more likely to be engaged, with 70% of women owners actively involved in their community. For the 225 

businesses that closed during the study period, only 12% of these owners had been actively involved in the 

community prior to the closure. While it may be possible that engaged ownership is an important element of 

business success, it may also be that owners of declining businesses were once engaged but had pulled back 

to focus on business challenges. However, for businesses that both opened and closed during the study 

period, only 30% of those owners were engaged in the community, suggesting that owner engagement is at 

least somewhat correlated with business success.  

Startup Profile: Wings of Fire, Racine 

 
Kristina Wantanabe started Wings of Fire Consulting 
in 2017 as a mobile wellness business offering pop-
up wellness events inside of local businesses and 
public spaces. Realizing that a relaxing atmosphere 
for wellness wasn’t possible in a mobile business, 
she rented a room to offer 1:1 services and 
wellness coaching. Identifying a similar need from 
other wellness entrepreneurs, the concept of The 
Phoenix is a co-working space for wellness 
practitioners. Rooms are set up with furniture and 
décor. The practitioner may rent time for as little as 
$25 per hour or longer-term leases of three months. 
They only need to supply the sheets and their 
consumables. The space currently offers multiple 
wellness services through its network of 
practitioners, as well as wellness classes for clients 
and entrepreneurship support groups for tenants.  



One final item surveyed in 2022 but not in prior years was whether individual businesses received any local 

financial assistance. Relevant assistance included startup help such as façade or signage grants or loans, but 

also local COVID relief funds (federal or state funds were not included). Previous studies of startup business 

experience downtown have found that local financial assistance significantly benefits downtown businesses, 

especially those occupying historic properties which may require renovation prior to opening. The study 

found that 35% of newly opened businesses received some type of financial assistance, including TIF or 

Renovation loans (8%), Façade/Sign grants (35%), and/or COVID relief funds (57%). Businesses in every sector 

received assistance, but businesses in urban settings were twice as likely to receive local financial incentives 

for both startup expenses and COVID relief.  

 


