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Grocery Offerings in Milnor 
Milnor Market operates successfully in a City-owned building on Main Street in central Milnor. The store has 

enjoyed stability in recent years since the City established a relationship with an established retail grocery 

operator and made facility investments to modernize building systems. The threat of losing the store during the 

COVID-19 pandemic helped rally support of community members to keep it and support it.  

Yet the store has reached a growth ceiling due to several facility limitations: 

• Retail freezer door shelf space is limited even after recent upgrades, 

• Cold storage is limited to a small walk-in freezer, and 

• Dry storage space is limited and consists repurposed adjacent space, making it inefficient for operations. 

These storage shortcomings limit the variety of product offerings at the store and limit the store’s ability to 

reduce prices by purchasing product in bulk. Additional sales floor space may also allow for expansion of fresh 

food and produce offerings.  

The store added limited alcoholic beverage offerings to great success. Alcohol is currently sold from a tiny alcove 

with limited shelf space. Expanding liquor offerings could further increase revenue. Store operations are 

considering a coffee bar to diversify revenue and to help drive additional foot traffic to the store. Prepared coffee 

drinks and adjacent small gathering would be a unique offering in Milnor. 

Market Study Summary and Key Takeaways 
This market study is based on federal economic data along with a survey of Milnor-area residents and grocery 

customers. Key findings include: 

• Sargent County comprises Milnor’s primary functional economic area as indicated by the strongest daily 

commuting flows. The city is a node in a larger regional economy. 

• Significant interregional commuting to the Fargo and Wahpeton areas and economic date points to 

significant retail leakage to these other cities, including grocery stores. 

• The population of the region is stable over several decades with an older-than-average population in the 

immediate region. 

• Median household income is significantly higher in Milnor than Sargent County, the state, and nation. 

The household structure of Sargent County is dominated by middle-income households. 

• Employment in the area is stable and supported by key high-paying primary-sector industries, 

particularly manufacturing and agribusiness. 

• The annual market for grocery store sales in Sargent County is estimated at $15 million. 

• There is significant activity in Sargent County. However, the grocery industry in Milnor is 56% smaller 

than average for its size of economy compared to national average. 

• Area residents support the store and strongly support the City’s efforts to expand grocery offerings in 

Milnor. 

• Market survey responses indicate that Milnor residents shop both at the store and elsewhere in the 

region. 

• Residents choose to shop at Milnor Market for convenience and to support local, and residents choose 

to shop outside the area for better product selection and lower prices. 

• Residents are most satisfied with products for which selection in Milnor has recently expanded, 

particularly alcohol and frozen foods. 

• Residents are most interested in increased offerings of core grocery products, such as produce, baked 

goods, dairy, locally-sourced foods, fresh meat and fish, and packaged/canned foods. 



• Residents also show significant interest in additional community amenities, such as a café or coffee shop. 

Conclusion and the Way Forward 
This study supports additional investment in the Milnor Market facility for the following reasons: 

1. There is sufficient market demand in Milnor for grocery products, and shoppers are leaving the city to 

shop for groceries in significant numbers. Economic and demographic trends are stable. 

2. Grocery options in Milnor are proportionally smaller by measure of employment than local peer 

communities, suggesting there is room for growth to capture additional market share. 

3. The primary reasons Milnor residents leave the city for groceries are for better product selection and for 

lower prices. 

4. Additional space at Milnor Market will help the store increase breadth of product offerings and allow for 

storage space to leverage cost benefits of bulk purchases. 

Defining The Market Geography 
Milnor sits near the northeast border Sargent County, near the borders of Ransom and Richland Counties. 

Certainly, Milnor residents travel occasionally to the Wahpeton area in Richland County and farther north to 

Fargo in Cass County for retail shopping. Yet community analysis suggests that Milnor’s closest economic ties lie 

towards the west and southwest. This indicates that Sargent County is a reasonable estimation of the local 

economy. 

The City of Milnor is a node in the regional labor market. According to estimates by U.S. Census Bureau 

Longitudinal Employer-Household Dynamics data, just fifteen residents that live in the city of Milnor also work in 

the city. Another 152 workers enter the city each day for work and 280 residents leave the city for jobs 

elsewhere. This makes Milnor a net donor of workers to other areas of the region.  

This flow of workers entering the community provides an opportunity to generate grocery customers, but the 

bulk of local residents commuting outside creates ample opportunities for Milnor residents to shop elsewhere. 

Figure 1: Net Commuter Flows in the City of Milnor, 2021 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 



Of the roughly 300 Milnor residents with jobs, just 18% commute to a job within 10 miles of Milnor. About 39% 

commute 10-24 miles and nearly a quarter commute more than 50 miles with largest number of long-distance-

commuters traveling west. The largest share of workers with jobs in Milnor commute into the community from 

10-24 miles away (43%). Commuters living southwest and southeast of the community tend to commute longer 

distances. 

 

 

Figure 3: Commuting Flows of Residents Living in 
Milnor, 2021 

Figure 2: Commuting Flows of Residents Working in 
Milnor, 2021 

 2 Commuting Flows of Residents Working in Milnor, 
2021 



The most common work 

destinations for Milnor 

residents are Gwinner, 

Forman, Fargo, and Milnor. 

For those holding jobs in 

Milnor, the most common 

home towns include 

Forman, Mlnor, Fargo, and 

Oaks. Just 5% of employed 

Milnor residents work in the 

city and 9% of jobs in Milnor 

are filled by Milnor 

residents. 

 

 

Regional Total Commuting 

Flows 

There are about 1,110 total 

commuting flows per day 

into and out of the Milnor 

Zip Code area. This is nearly 

twice the population of the 

city. Overall, Milnor sees a 

daily net loss of 105 

commuters, with the largest 

net losses to the Gwinner 

and Fargo areas. Milnor 

gains daily populatino from 

the Forman and Cogswell 

areas.  

 

 

 

 

 

Key Takeaways 
• Milnor is a node in the local economy with closest economic connections to communities wthin Sargent 

County. 

• There is significant commuter flows among communites in the immediate region, including to Fargo and 

Wahpeton.  

Figure 5: Commuting Flows Between Milnor and Region, 2022 

Figure 4: Work Locations for Milnor Residents and Home Locations for Milnor 
Workers, 2021 

 



• The large majority of Milnor residents with jobs work outside the city and most jobs in Milnor are filled 

by residents from other communities.  

Implications for Grocery Business 
• About 500 daily Inbound commuters offer an opporunity for new customers. 

• High rates of outbound commuting by Milnor residents offers ample opportunities to shop at other 

grocery stores, including both adjacent towns and the Fargo and Wahpeton areas. 

Demographic Trends in Milnor and the Region 
Population in both Sargent County and Milnor have remained stable for many years. Both the county and city 

have seen slight population declines in recent years. The lack of growth in the region is due to a combination of 

factors: the older population strucutre leads to more deaths than births, little to no international immigration, 

and slight losses of domestic migrants moving away to other places in the U.S. Since 2020, U.S. Census 

Populationn estimates indicate a net loss of 29 n the county due to natiural factors, 0 international migration, 

and a loss of 35 residents moving to other places outside the county. 

Figure 6: Population Trend in Sargent County and Milnor, 2010-2022 

 

 



The overall population age structure in Milnor and 

Sargent County is wieghted twoards older residents. 

This is typcal of rural places in North Dakota. At 44 

years, the median age in the local area is much 

higher than the state median, yet North Dakota is 

one of the top five youngest states in the nation. The 

age structure of Milnor is similar to Sargent County. 

Figure 8 depicts the age structure of population in 

Sargent County compared to the national average. If 

the strucrue in the county was the same as the 

nation, all vertical bars would touch the horizontal 

100% line. The population is wieghted heavily 

towards older residents, with age groups above age 

55 at 25-50% higher than national average. The 

region is proporionately lower in residents aged 

from their early 20s to mid 40s. 

Figure 8: Age Concentrations in Sargent County Compared to National Average 

 

Figure 7: Median Age, 2018-2022 



Households in Milnor and Sargent county are smaller than average. Local households are much more likely to be 

householders living alone and to be headed by a resident over age 60. There are proporionatel fewer family 

houesholds in Milnor than national average and family househols locally tend to be smaller. Local households are 

predominantly single-family detached homes that arew owner-occupied. 

This overall household strucrue likely supresses the average weekly household spending on grocery products.  

Figure 9: Household Dynamics in Sargent County and Milnor, 2018-2022 

 

Milnor enjoys a significanly-higher median household income compared to the county, state, and nation.  

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

Figure 10: Median Household Income, 2018-2022 



The high median household income in the region is due to the very high relative shares of middle-income 

households. There are 45% more households making $75,000-to-$99,999 in Sargent County than national 

average. The county has low propritoins of low income and very high income households, particularly those 

above $200,000 annual income.  

This “middle-heavy” income structure is a potential positive impact to average weekly household grocery 

spending.  

Figure 11: Household Income Distribution in Sargent County, 2018-2022 

 

Key Takeaways 
• Population in the region is stangant or slowly declining. 

• Older-than-average population strucrure suggests continued slow decline barring an increase if net in-

migratoin of younger and family households. 

• Households in the region tend to be smaller and headed by older than aveage residents.  

• Median household income in the region is high and dominated by middle-income households.  

Implications for Grocery Business 
• Demand for grocery is likely to remain stable in the foreseeable future. Older households may spend less 

on groceries, but this is likely offset by overall higher incomes in the market region. 

 

 

 



Area Economic Profile 
From 2018 to 2023, jobs declined by 12.4% in Sargent County, ND from 4,008 to 3,510. This change fell short of 

the national growth rate of 3.6% by 16.0%. 

Figure 12: Past and Projected Employment in Sargent County 

 

Consistently above 75%, labor force particpation rates in the county are very high compared to the national 

average of 60-65%. The estimated unemployment rate of 1.3% is among the lowest in the nation. 

 

Figure 13: Labor Force Participation Rate in Sargent County 

 

 



Figure 14: Unemployment Rate in Sargent County 

 

Figure 15: Sargent County Employment by Sector Compared to National Average, 2023 

 

The Sargent County economy is dominated by the manufacturing sector empooying more than 1,750 workers 

(Figure 15). This sector is roughly 6.5 times larger in Sargent County than national average. There are about 560 

workers in the agriculture sector in the county, including self-employed farmers. The agriculture sector is 13 

times larger for its size locally than national average. These two dominant sectors supress the concentraions of 

other industries in the region. However, concentrations of construction and wholesale trade are reasonably high.  



The retail, health care, and finance sectors are undersized for the overall size of the county’s economy. Local 

customers leaving the region in search of these services could negatively impact sales at local grocery stores. 

Fastest growing secotors in the county in the past five years include construction, wholesale and retail trade, 

agriculture, and health care (Figure 16). Any positive growth in professional, scientific, and technical serivces is a 

notable positive development. At $99,321 in annual earnings per worker, the manufacturing sector is a critical 

driver of earnings in the county (Figure 17). 

Figure 16: Fastest Growing Sectors in Sargent County, 2018-2022 

 

Figure 17: Earnings per Worker (including benefits) In Sargent County, 2023 

 



Key Takeaways 
• Employment trends in Sargent County are stable and the region is generally sound. 

• A very strong manufacturing sector sustains strong earnings for local employees. 

• Stable primary sector industries – such as manufacturing and agriculuture – create opporutnnty for 

consumer-based businesses in the region. 

• Growth in construction, retail, and professional services are positive signals. 

Implications for Grocery Business 
• Signficant high-wage employment supports strong demand for grocery stores in the area. 

• Downsizing of key manufacturing employers – if not replaced -- in the area would be catastrophic for 

retail and other consumer-oriented businesses.  

 

Grocery Market Size in Sargent County 
The Food Industry Association estimates that the average weekly grocery spend per household is $155 per 

week1. According to U.S. Census American Community Survey data, there are 1,732 households in Sargent 

County and 301 households in Milnor. Based on these figures the estimated grocery demand in the county per 

year is $14 million and annual demand in Milnor is $2.4 million. 

Economic models may also be used to 

estimate regionals demand and sales for 

particular industries. The Lightcast Input-

Output model is based upon inter-industry 

exchange data from the U.S. Bureau of 

Economic Analysis. In the model, grocery 

product values are separated into values for 

the produced product, the transportation cost, 

the wholesaler margin, and the retailer margin. 

The dollar value totals represented in Lightcast 

model are the gross retail margin for grocery 

stores in Sargent County. Using an estimated 

gross retail margin for grocery stores of 22%. 

The model estimates about $16 million per 

year of demand for grocery stores in Sargent 

County (Figure 18). According to the model, 

there are about $32 million in total grocery 

store sales annually in the county. The high 

total sales estimates are partly due to the 

overconcentration of grocery store 

employment in the county as a whole, leading 

the model to estimate a high degree of sales originating from customers outside the county.  

Regardless of the exact figure, both methods estimate grocery demand similarly, averaging $15 million per year. 

The input-output model suggests a high degree of cross exchange of sales with customers from other counties 

and visitors to the region. This aligns with the significant community-to-community interchange of commuters in 

the region. 

Figure 18: Model-estimated Demand and Sales for Grocery 
Stores in Sargent County 



Key Takeaways 
• Grocery demand in the county is roughly $15 million per year annually.  

• There is significant customer interchange between residents of various counties and visitors. 

Implications for Grocery Business 
• Successful grocery operations must attract sales from customers outside the region while also 

attempting to maximize retetntion of Milnor customers. 

Regional Grocery Competition 
According to Lightcast employment data, there is signficant grocery store activity in Sargent County (Figure 19). 

The sector has added jobs in the past decade and data indicates four payrolled locations in the county. The 

sector is 17% larger for the county’s size than national average, the highest among five counties in Southeast 

North Dakota. The low concentration of grocery store employment in Richland County is due to a Walmart 

Supercenter in Wahpeton, which falls into a different industry category. 

Figure 19: Southeastern North Dakota Employment in Grocery Store Sector 

 

Figure 20 lists and inventory of grocery stores across the immediate region and each’s driving distance to Milnor 

Market. The two right-hand columns list the grocery employemnt concentration for zip code areas where these 

stores are located. Critically, even though Sargent County enjoys a higher-than-average concentration of grocery 

store employemnt, the concentration is low in Milnor. By this measure, Milnor’s grocery activity is 56% lower 

than national average.  

This signifies both a potential challenge and an opportunity. The low concentration in Milnor compared to very 

high concentrations in Gwinner and Forman suggest significant grocery shopping leakage from the immediate 

Milnor area. This would  be in addition to leakage to the Fargo and Wahpeton areas. Conversely, this signals that 

there is ample opportunity for Milnor Market to capture additional market share. 

These emploiyment figures are estimates for small rural regions and are subject to sampling error so data should 

be viewed as estimates. Differences in total grocery compensation could be due to an excess of part time 

workers in Gwinner and Forman compared to Milnor.  



Figure 20: Competing Grocery Store Locations Near Milnor 

 

Figure 21: Other Food Retailers in the Area 

 

Key Takeaways 
• There is significant and growing grocery store activity in Sargent County. 

• The existance of Milnor Market establishes feasibilty for a store in Milnor, but a low concentration of the 

sector in Milnor signals additional market opporutnity and that Milnor residents may be underserved. 

Implications for Grocery Business 
• Grocery operations in Milnor are feasible. Based on relative employent, grocery offerings in Milnor are 

undersized for the size of the locality’s economy. There is opportunity to capture additional market 

share. 

 



Milnor Customer Perceptions About Grocery 
As part of this study, survey of local grocery customers was conducted. Responses were garnered via invitation, 

social media and public relations, and postings at Milnor Market. Of the 182 responses to the survey, 91% were 

Milnor residents and 56% work in Milnor. Respondents to the survey were generally younger than the overall 

population and generally higher income, with nearly half residing in households making more than $100,000 

annually. 

 

Figure 22: Milnor Customer Survey Respondent Demographics 

 

 



Respondents were generally frequent Milnor Maket shoppers (77% at least once per week) but also shopped 

relatively frequenly outside of Milnor with 69% shopping at least twice per month outside the city. 

Figure 23: Milnor Customer Survey Respondent Shopping Habits 

 

 

Survey residents indicate that roughly half of their grocery shopping dollars are spent in Milnor. Households with 

income of $50,000 or less tend to spend less in Milnor (41%). 

Figure 24: Distribution of Household Grocery Shopping by Percent Spent Outside of Milnor 

 

 

The primary reason for respondents to shop outside of Milnor is to access a better selection of products. 

However, lower income respondents were most likely to shop elsewhere due to price. High income respondents 

felt is somewhat more convenient to shop elsewhere. 



Figure 25: Rationale for Shopping Outside of Milnor by Income Level 

 

Customers were largely satisfied with core grocery products offered at Milnor Market, led by alcoholic beverages, 

frozen foods, dairy, and packaged foods.  Fresh meat, breads and baked items, and produced indicated slightly 

lower satisfaction. Customers are least satisfied with ancillary offerings such as hunting and fishing supplies, 

coffee shop, pharmacy, café, and hardware products. 

Figure 26: Customer Product Satisfaction 

 

Respondents showed the most interest to increase shopping for these “second-tier satisfaction” products: 

produce, baked goods, dairy, local foods, and café or other ready-to-eat foods. Respondents showed the least 

interest in increased purchasing of  lottery tickets, fuel, and gifts.  

 



 

Figure 27: Customer Product Interest for Increased Purchasing 

 

 

Core grocery products garnered the greatest interest based on customer perception. 

Figure 28: Products with The Most Promise 

 

Respondents also show significant interest in additional community amenities, such as a café or coffee shop. This 

could be located at Milnor Market or elsewhere in the community. 

 

 



Figure 29: Interest in Add-on Grocery Amenities 

 

 

In open-ended questions, customers expressed a variety of opinions about the factors influencing them to shop 

in Milnor or in other communities: 

1. Convenience: 

o Many customers prefer shopping in Milnor due to the convenience of having a local store 

nearby. 

o Some shop in Milnor for quick items or immediate needs, emphasizing the proximity of the store 

to their location. 

o Convenience is often cited as a reason to support the local store and ensure its continued 

existence. 

2. Support for Local Business and Loyalty to Milnor: 

o A significant number of respondents express a desire to support local businesses, emphasizing 

the importance of keeping the grocery store in Milnor open. 

o Supporting the hometown and community is a common sentiment, with customers recognizing 

the value of having a local grocery store. 

o Loyalty to Milnor and a desire to contribute to the town's well-being are evident in customers' 

choices to shop locally. 

o Living in Milnor is cited as a reason for choosing to shop there. 

3. Price and Selection: 

o Customers often mention that they shop outside of Milnor due to lower prices and a wider 

variety of products available in larger stores like Walmart or those in nearby towns. 

o Price difference, selection, and the availability of specific brands are mentioned as factors 

influencing shopping decisions. 

o Some customers mention shopping outside Milnor for bulk purchases, citing cost savings as a 

driving factor. 

4. Availability of Items: 

o Some customers choose to shop outside Milnor because certain items they need are not 

available locally. 

o The availability of specific products, especially fresh produce and bakery items, plays a role in the 

decision-making process. 

5. Quality and Service: 



o Positive experiences with customer service, friendly staff, and the quality of products, especially 

in terms of produce and bakery items, are mentioned as reasons to shop in Milnor. 

Key Takeaways 
• There is strong support for Milnor Market and the City’s efforts to improve grocery offerings in Milnor.  

• Residents are interested in new offereings at the store, particularly core grocery products. There is 

additional interest in café and coffe shop offerings. 

• Residents shop at the store largely for convenience and the desire to support the community. 

• Residents shop elsewhere to access a better variety of products and lower prices. 

Implications for Grocery Business 
• Investment in new product offerings is warranted. 

• The addition of other new offerings – such as alcoholic beverages – was successful and well-received. 

• Additional storage space in the store could improve efficiency and allow for bulk product purchases, 

leading to lower prices and increased sales. 

• Frozen food storage could expand the breadth of products offered locally. 

• If supply could be obtained, there is interest in more baked goods at the store, traditionally a high 

margin offering according to the Food Marketing Institute. 

 
1 https://www.fmi.org/our-research/food-industry-facts 


