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INTRODUCTION

The Northern Lakes Economic Alliance
(NLEA) is a nonprofit economic
development organization created to build a
stronger economic future for Antrim,
Charlevoix, Cheboygan, and Emmet
counties. To address a top need identified by
local employers - talent - the NLEA is
strategically focused on driving new and
expanded solutions to successfully secure
and retain a more robust labor force for the
region. Fortunately, not all employers cite
challenges in obtaining workers, but a
majority report that hiring requires more
effort than ever and not being staffed to
capacity slows their growth.

Companies in northern Michigan have
responded to their talent needs, detailed in
this report, with innovation and tenacity. The
NLEA compiled these strategies highlighted
at our Catalyst Conversation event, Staffing
Up - Innovative Solutions, in the fall of 2025.
The event included a panel discussion with
employers and resource providers followed
by an employer roundtable to discuss talent
attraction and retention strategies, and
remaining gaps. Each business leader
brought their own unique initiatives to the
table, sharing solutions tailored to their work
and community. In the face of talent
constraints, this report offers all employers
in the NLEA service area proven talent
strategies to drive business growth and
economic prosperity.

of business leaders reported

staffing as one of their

largest barriers to growing

their business!

To have a resilient economy,
communities need a strong labor
force that is diverse in age, skill sets,
and education.

In the NLEA region, there are
demographic trends that pose a
challenge to a healthy labor force
indicating the need for intentional
regional efforts in talent attraction
and retention.


https://www.canva.com/link?target=https%3A%2F%2Fthenlea.com%2Freports%2F&design=DAG4Ze3ABX8&accessRole=owner&linkSource=comment
https://www.canva.com/link?target=https%3A%2F%2Fthenlea.com%2Freports%2F&design=DAG4Ze3ABX8&accessRole=owner&linkSource=comment

——LABOR FORCE & POPULATION '

Generally, population growth is seen as a
positive indicator because it usually means
that there are more consumers and workers
in an economy. However, the region’s
population over the age of sixty has been
rapidly increasing while the prime age
population has been decreasing, creating an
imbalance. The combined effects of
retirement in-migration and the aging-in-
place of a large birth cohort, the Baby
Boomers, have contributed to the aging of
the current population and will likely
contribute to NLEA's pronounced aging
through 20502Additionally, an older
population typically has a lower labor force
participation rate, or the share of workers
over the age of sixteen actively engaged in
the workforce.

2024 Average Annual Labor

To address these demographic challenges, Force in the NLEA Region:*
the region must focus on strategies that
both increase participation among current
residents and attract new workers.

Labor Force Participation Rate:’

From 2010 to 2023, Demographics
Have Changed as the Region’s
Population Ages®

Increase in the 60+ Population
NLEA Region

10.7%1t

Michigan

6.7%1

Decrease in the Prime Working-Age
Population (25-54)

NLEA Region
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—TALENT STRATEGIES '

Despite these challenges, area businesses are successfully implementing talent strategies
to attract, retain, and cultivate the workers and skillsets they need to be successful. We
offer brief summaries of the seven key strategies and accompanying employer examples
revealed through the NLEA's interactions with businesses.

O1. FLEXIBILITY

As the economy changes, businesses and workers are adapting right along with it. Strong,
resilient companies are finding new ways to attract and keep employees, while workers are
balancing challenges like housing, childcare, and transportation. Many employers are
seeing success by offering more flexibility—whether that's through remote options,
hybrid schedules, or adaptable work hours.

02. EMPLOYEE STEWARDSHIP

Successful employers are going beyond the basics of pay and benefits to create
workplaces that truly support and grow their people. These efforts help build a positive
company culture that values employees, adapts to change, and keeps essential skills
within the organization.

03. HOUSING

Michigan is facing a housing shortage, and our region isn’t immune to this challenge
especially as a popular tourism and resort destination. Regional Housing Needs
Assessments show that the four NLEA counties need roughly 2,300 rental units and 6,500
homes for sale in the coming years to meet local demand. To help address this shortage,
more northern Michigan employers are getting involved in housing—offering permanent
homes for employees, transitional housing for new hires, seasonal housing for short-term
workers, or down payment assistance.

04. COMMUNITY STEWARDSHIP

To strengthen the regional workforce, employers are creating programs that support
residents facing unique barriers to employment. Some companies are helping people
recovering from substance use successfully re-enter the workforce, while others offer
financial tools that keep employees stable during unexpected challenges. These efforts
expand access to work and connect employers with talent that might otherwise be
overlooked.
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https://www.housingnorth.org/housing-data
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05. CHILDCARE

According to Michigan State University’s Child Care Mapping Project, 94% of the NLEA
region is considered a childcare desert—meaning there are three or more children for each
available childcare spot! The shortage becomes even more challenging during school
breaks when demand for care increases. With limited options and high costs forcing some
parents to leave the workforce, several local employers have stepped up by opening and
operating their own childcare centers.

06. CULTIVATING THE WORKFORCE

Connecting students and educators with local industries helps build awareness of career
opportunities close to home. Programs like Manufacturing Day give middle and high
school students a firsthand look at modern production facilities and the variety of careers
available in manufacturing. Local businesses have also seen success hosting school
counselors and students, creating meaningful connections that can lead to future job
candidates.

07. REGIONAL TALENT ATTRACTION

Given the demographic concerns discussed above, it is important for the region and
employers to consider how to attract new workers to the region. In-migration to the region
can come from temporary and permanent international workers seeking economic
opportunity as well as domestic post-secondary students seeking their first professional
experience through an internship or apprenticeship. Employers that intentionally develop
diverse talent pipelines have found success securing the employees and skillsets
necessary for long-term success.
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——STRATEGIES IN ACTION '

O1. FLEXIBILITY

Precision Edge

Precision Edge, a surgical instrument
manufacturer in Boyne City, supports
flexibility through both work hours and
phased retirement. Employees can adjust
their schedules by up to four hours per week
for personal appointments or family needs,
while phased retirement allows staff to
transition gradually from full-time to part-
time work. These approaches help retain
experienced employees while giving them
the work-life balance they need.

EJ

EJ, a manufacturer of cast metal products in
East Jordan and Elmira, has implemented a
phased onboarding approach to new
candidates moving to the area. Rather than
requiring that new hires for certain positions
start in-office immediately, the company
allows a transitional period where workers
start remotely, transition to hybrid, and
then start fully in-person. This approach
grants new candidates greater flexibility to
secure housing, get settled in a new
community, find childcare, and address
other relocation hurdles.

MR Products

MR Products, a plastic chain manufacturer
with over 100 employees in Copemish,
recognized that the region’s workforce was
aging and adapted its scheduling to offer
options like full-time, part-time, seasonal, or
limited weekly hours. This flexibility helped
them engage workers easing into retirement
or seeking a better work-life balance. They
also revised their compensation model to
reward hours worked, encouraging
employees to stay full-time if desired.




02. EMPLOYEE STEWARDSHIP

Shared Success Coach

The Manthei Group, a group of family-owned
businesses based in Petoskey, shares a
licensed counselor across its companies,
giving employees direct, on-the-floor access
to mental health support and help
navigating workplace challenges. Boyne
Mountain Resorts offers a similar on-staff
counseling resource.

Connections Coordinator

After seeing employees struggle with
housing, childcare, transportation, and
recovery support, The Manthei Group
created a Connections Coordinator position.
This position links employees to community
resources, helping to reduce stress and to
boost retention and productivity.

Social Connections &

Community

New residents and young professionals can
struggle to find community in rural areas.
Young professional groups, like those in
Marquette or Grand Rapids; social events,
like the Petoskey Library’s Third Space; and
networking opportunities help employees
build roots — a key factor in retention.

Chamber Leadership
Programs

Leadership programs offered by local
chambers in Charlevoix, Cheboygan,
and Emmet counties offer employees
professional development and help
them build strong personal and
community connections. Employers
can support these programs through
sponsorship and by encouraging
employees to participate.



https://connectmarquette.org/
https://www.gryp.org/
https://www.petoskeylibrary.org/en/whats-happening/adult-programs.aspx#A-Third-Place-for-Young-Adults
http://www.leadershipcharlevoixcounty.com/
https://www.cheboygan.com/leadership-cheboygan
https://www.petoskeychamber.com/leadership-little-traverse

——STRATEGIES IN ACTION '

03. HOUSING

Employer-Provided Housing
Both Mackinaw Trail Winery and Brewery
and Circuit Control Corporation in Petoskey
have homes on their properties to house
summer interns, allowing them to attract
candidates from outside the area to
contribute to company success and develop
a pipeline for potential full-time workers.
Lavender Hill Farm owns a home in Petoskey
to house up to twelve interns to meet high
demand in summer months. In 2022, Short’s
Brewing_purchased the Bellaire Inn to serve
as workforce housing. The 26-unit inn allows
the company to provide temporary housing
to seasonal workers, like J-1visa holders, as
well as transitional housing for employees
moving to the area who need time to find a
permanent housing solution.

- The Block at Petoskey

Down-Payment Assistance
Beyond owning the property themselves,
some companies are exploring assisting their
employees financially in acquiring housing.

In 2025, Manthei Wood Products was
awarded a $490,000 Employer Assisted
Housing grant through a pilot from the
Michigan State Housing Development
Authority. By matching the state funds, the
company has created a down payment
assistance program to help their employees
purchase homes.



https://www.shortsbrewing.com/blog/workforce-housing-experiment/
https://www.shortsbrewing.com/blog/workforce-housing-experiment/

04. COMMUNITY
STEWARDSHIP

Recovery Assistance
Employment Program

In Emmet County, multiple, well-established
organizations provide substance use
recovery services. These programs serve
individuals from all across Michigan. With
approximately five people per week
completing these programs, there is a
relatively sizeable population entering our
community and looking for work.
Employment not only benefits the employer
but the structure and independence that
gainful employment offers these individuals
is a key element of a successful recovery.
Manthei Wood Products is a nationally
recognized leader in this space for providing
a recovery friendly workplace, the first in
the state. By providing supports like the
Success Coach and offering a three-quarter
style housing option with an on-site recovery
counselor, the company has built a program
that has a high success rate for the
individuals in recovery and represents a
connection to an underserved talent pool.

Employee Micro-Loan

Program

Boyne Mountain Resort provides small,
discretionary loans to employees facing
unexpected financial challenges. These
micro-loans can help cover urgent needs—
like car repairs or short-term cash gaps—
that might otherwise prevent employees
from staying consistently employed. The
program helps workers remain stable and
connected to their jobs during temporary
setbacks.




——STRATEGIES IN ACTION '

05. CHILDCARE

Employee Supported Childcare

The Manthei Group is developing the Little
Roots Childcare Center, which will provide
at least forty slots for employees’ children
and the general public. This investment will
give working parents a dependable
childcare option and support long-term
workforce stability.

Boyne Mountain Resort reports that its
onsite childcare center has become an
important tool for attracting and retaining
talent. By offering reliable care, the resort
helps working parents stay in the workforce Little Roots Childcare Center
and reduces turnover.

06. CULTIVATING THE

WORKFORCE

Manufacturing Day High School Connections
Manufacturing Day, led by the Charlevoix- Preston Feather recently welcomed
Emmet Intermediate School District (Char- 15 Char-Em ISD counselors to tour
Em ISD), connects students in grades 8-12 their facilities and learn about the
with local manufacturing facilities through company firsthand. These in-person
onsite tours. Students see modern, clean experiences have fostered stronger
production environments and learn about connections with schools and have
the wide range of careers that support the already led to new job candidates.
industry.

ission to use for this report.
=~ - "i'


https://charemisdcareertech.org/national-manufacturing-day/

07. REGIONAL TALENT ATTRACTION

International Students

Michigan is home to more than 38,000
international students, many pursuing STEM
degrees at state universities. While some
employers assume that hiring international
graduates is costly or complex, most can
work for up to three years through Optional
Practical Training (OPT) and STEM OPT
extensions with no sponsorship required.
Organizations like Global Detroit provide
training and support to help companies
confidently navigate the process. Employers
such as Cherry Republic have already used
OPT to successfully fill engineering roles.

Visa Programs

Several employers in the region have turned
to international visa programs to fill
technical and specialized roles. These
programs allow companies to bring in
qualified workers for defined periods,
strengthening workforce capacity. Manthei
Wood Products and Moran Iron Works have
used visa programs, such as the TN visa, to
secure skilled staff who support long-term
operational needs.

Internship Programs

Internships remain one of the strongest
pathways for attracting new talent while
providing meaningful support to employers.
Many regional companies—including
Precision Edge, Michigan Scientific
Corporation, Aster Brands, and Lavender Hill
Farm—offer internship opportunities.
Nationally, about half of interns transition
into full-time roles with their host
employer, a strong return on investment. To
support this pipeline, Michigan’s STEAM
Ahead program has provided grant funding
to support wages for full- and part-time
interns.

Temporary Workers

Many industries in Northern Michigan
experience significant seasonal
workforce demand, especially in
agriculture and tourism. Programs like
H-2A help farmers and growers staff
busy seasons, though they come with
requirements for housing, wages, and
transportation. To simplify the process,
some employers in the region use
third-party staffing organizations, like
Arlene Resource Management or
Legacy Labor, that manage logistics
and deploy workers only when needed.

We at the NLEA appreciate the
business leaders of northern Michigan
for sharing their valuable insights and
thoughtful approach to attracting and
keeping talent in our rural north. We
are all in this together!

7. Collins, Mimi. (2025, August 11). Intern Offer and Conversion Rates Fall, Acceptances Rise. National Association of Colleges and Employers.
https://www.naceweb.org/talent-acquisition/internships/intern-offer-and-conversion-rates-fall-acceptances-rise.
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