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EXECUTIVE SUMMARY 

The tourism industry is a leading economic driver in Minnesota, generating $15 billion 
in gross sales, more than 265,000 full- and part-time jobs, $5.4 billion in wages, and 18 
percent of state sales tax revenue (Explore Minnesota Tourism, 2018). In the central 
Minnesota counties of Cass and Crow Wing, tourism generates over $350 million in 
gross sales and supports more than 6,000 jobs (Explore Minnesota Tourism, 2018). 

The counties of Cass and Crow Wing were selected for this study because the two 
counties account for 8 percent of the state’s accommodation jobs, including resorts 
and campgrounds. The potential of work campers to address seasonal labor shortages 
emerged from a recent study of the lodging workforce in these two counties. This 
study is a follow-up based on the Lodging Workforce Study in Cass and Crow Wing 
Counties (Koerte, Messer, Bodin, & Gronowski, 2018). 

Work campers are individuals or couples who live a travel-work lifestyle, moving 
around the United States and working full or part-time jobs.  These people may be a 
potential group of workers that can be tapped for seasonal labor needs in the Cass and 
Crow Wing tourism and hospitality sector. 

This study provides an overview of the work camper sector and a qualitative look at 
the regional opportunities and constraints of this uniquely identified population as a 
potential workforce for the tourism businesses in Cass and Crow Wing counties. 
Interviews with local business operators, organizations, and public sector 
professionals provided insight into the regional opportunities and constraints to 
engaging work campers as a potential labor resource.  These include: 

 

OPPORTUNITIES CONSTRAINTS 
 

• Seasonal employment needs • Campground capacity 

• Regional amenities • Compensation 

• Housing shortage • Awareness and perceptions 

• Workforce shortage • Transportation 

• Growing market size of                   
RVers/work campers 

• Timing 
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BACKGROUND 

The tourism industry is a leading economic driver in Minnesota, generating $15 billion 
in gross sales, more than 265,000 full- and part-time jobs, $5.4 billion in wages, and 18 
percent of state sales tax revenue (Explore Minnesota Tourism, 2018). In the central 
Minnesota counties of Cass and Crow Wing, tourism generates over $350 million in 
gross sales and supports more than 6,000 jobs (Explore Minnesota Tourism, 2018). In 
2016, the two counties accounted for only 1.4 percent of employment in Minnesota but 
had 8 percent of the state’s accommodation jobs. These jobs range from entry level to 
management.  

The tourism industry increasingly struggles to fill positions and align opportunities 
with the regional workforce. Since 2014, the regional Accommodation and Food 
Services industry has averaged more tham 500 vacancies, even when accounting for 
seasonal fluctuations. Unfortunately, future demographic shifts point toward 
significant labor force contractions in both counties, which could lead to significant 
sustainability challenges for area tourism, the broader economy, and the community 
(Koerte, Messer, Bodin and Gronowski, 2018). 

This study provides an overview of the work camper sector and a qualitative look at 
opportunities and constraints of this uniquely identified population as a potential 
workforce for the tourism businesses in Cass and Crow Wing counties. Interviews were 
conducted with lodging facilities, campgrounds, public sector, non-profit 
organizations, and a professional recruiting firm to 
gather insight into regional opportunities and 
constraints to engaging work campers as a potential 
labor resource.  

Work campers defined 

Work campers are individuals or couples who live a 
travel-work lifestyle, moving around the United 
States and working full or part-time jobs as an 
employee, operating a business, or donating their 
time as a volunteer. Most live in a recreational 
vehicle (RV), which is defined as “a vehicle that 
combines transportation and temporary living 
quarters for travel, recreation and camping” (RV 
Industry Association, 2018). There are two main 
categories of RVs: motorhomes (motorized) and 
towables (towed behind a car, van, or pickup; 
Recreational Vehicle Industry Association, 2017). 
Most of the information about work campers is 
consumer-based published by the industry. Few 
academic studies have examined this group in depth.  

“WORKAMPER”™ 
 
The term "Workamper" was coined by and 
is a registered trademark of Workamper 
News. 
 
Their official definition states, “Workampers 
are adventuresome individuals and couples 
who have chosen a wonderful lifestyle that 
combines any kind of part-time or full-time 
work with RV camping.” 
 
This definition includes persons working in 
any kind of part-time or full-time work as an 
employee, operating a business, or 
donating their time as a volunteer while 
sleeping in an RV or on-site housing. 
Workampers include singles, couples, or 
families, many of whom work part-time or 
full-time in seasonal positions.  
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Demographics 

Work camping combines elements of the shared or gig economy (short-term or 
temporary positions filled by independent contract workers) that is increasingly 
commonplace among American workers. Like the gig economy, the schedule for work 
camping is flexible, and work campers generally contract for a season or limited 
duration opportunity.  

Data from the Bureau of Labor Statistics (BLS) indicates that people age 55 and older 
make up a larger share of the labor force than in the past. Their share of the labor 
force in 2012 was 20.9 percent and is projected to increase to 25.6 percent by 2022.  
Further, data from a 2018 report by Kosanovich for BLS suggests that “ more than 1 in 
3 independent contractors were age 55 and older in May 2017, compared with fewer 
than 1 in 4 workers in traditional arrangements.  The likelihood of an employed 
person to be an independent contractor rises with age.”   

According to a 2011 study by University of Michigan commissioned by the RV Industry 
Association, approximately 10 million households in the United States own an RV. 
Since there has not been an accurate count of how many people live a mobile or 
nomadic lifestyle in the United States as of 2018, no true count of current or potential 
work campers has been documented. However, the population of work campers is 
significant enough that companies like Amazon and Crystal Sugar are tapping this 
population for temporary workers, and there are placement companies specifically 
focused on work campers and/or temporary positions. 

About 70 percent of respondents to a 2016 Workamper News survey indicated they are 
full-time RVers, and 83 percent travel as a couple. According to Workamper News, the 
average work camper age is 53. Their 2016 survey also shows that 27 percent of 
respondents were between the ages of 31 and 60, and 72.5 percent were over 60 years 
of age. Survey participants and bloggers who shared their work camping experiences in 
other articles also ranged between the age of 50 and 76 (Newcomb, n.d.; Farrell, 2016; 
Louwagie, 2014; Ard & Dunphy, 2010). Two-thirds of job seekers on one work camping 
employment website are work camping with their partners, and this percentage is even 
higher among those responded to the Workamper News survey (83 percent). Seventy-
three percent of respondents to the Workamper News survey also indicated they are 
actively work camping while 27 percent indicated they are “just dreaming.”  
Significantly, 66 percent of respondents work camp year round, and 67 percent 
indicated they plan to work camp for at least 5-14 years.  

 

 

 

 

Engaged in Workamping

Actively workamping "Just dreaming"

Workamper Age

31-60 Over 60

Source:  Workcamper News survey (2016) 
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Motivation and demand 

In existing literature, lifestyle and economics are the most frequently mentioned 
reasons for why people give up traditional brick-and-mortar homes and embrace a 
nomadic lifestyle. It has been suggested that a nomadic lifestyle may also allow people 
of traditional retirement age to search for the meaning of life while on the road, enjoy 
a number of adventures, and keep engaged and active (Farrell, 2016; Louwagie, 2014). 
However, the pressure of limited savings may also be a concern for these individuals, 
and some may not be able to retire due to the economy (Bruder, 2014; Bruder, 2017; 
Louwagie, 2014; Ard & Dunphy, 2010). Additionally, more Americans are working later 
into their lives and changing their living situations in an era of disappearing pensions, 
wage stagnation, limited retirement savings, and home foreclosures. This reversal in 
retirement security is observed throughout America (Newcomb, n.d.; Farrell, 2016; 
Louwagie, 2014; Ard & Dunphy, 2010) and supported by a 2018 study that found “of 
the more than half (55 percent) of Americans who believe they will have to work past 
age 65 from necessity, 73 percent cited ‘not enough money to retire comfortably’ as 
the dominant driver” (Northwest Mutual, 2018). 

According to AARP research on baby boomers turning 65 in 2011, approximately 60 
percent felt they were not at the point they expected in terms of financial security, and 
25 percent wanted to improve their personal finances in the next five years (AARP, 
2011). Additionally, 76 percent of AARP research participants indicated they would 
like to spend more time on interests and hobbies, and 18 percent listed travel as their 
major ambition for the following five years (AARP, 2010).  

Lifestyle, however, is a motivator for RV users in general, not just retirees. In fact, the 
RV Industry Association developed a marketing campaign targeting millennials ages 
21-37. According to their research, 44 million millennials are interested in buying an 
RV. Their campaign stresses the experiential lifestyle, adventures, and memories of 
RVing (Bornemann, 2018). 

Experience  

Work campers find/seek employment in a variety of seasonal positions, including 
resorts and campgrounds, recreation, warehouse distribution centers, and agriculture.  
Several sources, including research studies, peer blogs and consumer sites, note that 
working for agricultural programs and distribution centers is physically demanding. 
The physical challenges of lifting, squatting, walking, and packing may lead to high 
turnover as the population continues to age (Bruder, 2014). Full-time shifts with 
several days in a row can also be a challenge for retired people (Becky, 2017; Louwagie, 
2014).   

American Crystal Sugar Company’s Sugar Beet Harvest and Amazon’s CamperForce 
programs are two work camping opportunities referenced among work campers. On 
average, the pay is $7.25 to $12 per hour for work campers. Among work campers, the 
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Sugar Beet Harvest and Amazon centers are considered to pay well. For example, 
during sugar beet harvest season in Minnesota’s Red River Valley, newcomers can start 
at $12.85 per hour for 12-hour shifts with full campsite compensation, and those 
experienced in driving equipment and managing people can earn $17-$18 per hour. 
Additionally, Saturday is paid at time and a half and Sunday at double time. According 
to online blogs by work campers, as of 2016, Amazon paid $11 per hour and $16.50 
for overtime (Becky, 2017; Dunphy & VeArd, 2010; Louwagie, 2014).  

In addition to paid full- or part-time work, many work campers seek additional 
incentives or benefits from potential employers, such as paid or free campsites (with 
electric and water hookups). A study by workampingjobs.com found that 85 of 122 
current job seekers required both free hookups and a salary in order to support their 
traveling, as well as to supplement their income.  

Resources 

Many jobs are advertised in publications like Workamper News, online bulletin boards 
(e.g., Facebook and work camping websites), through recruiting booths at RV shows, 
and by word-of-mouth at campgrounds or among membership organizations (e.g., 
Good Sam Club and Escapees RV Club). In recent years, several companies have also 
emerged that offer placement services and employer recruitment opportunities.  

According to the RV Industry Association, RVers seek campgrounds with amenities, 
strong WI-FI, site-specific electric, water and sewer hook-ups, dump stations, and 
access to stores and transportation.  

 

STUDY METHODS 

The research team began with a comprehensive look at available literature, including 
academic studies, consumer information, websites, and blogs related to this unique 
group.   

Semi-structured interviews were then conducted with owners/operators at lodging 
facilities, campgrounds,  a professional recruiting firm, and public sector and non-
profit organizations to gather insight into regional opportunities and constraints to 
engaging work campers as a potential labor resource. The research team conducted 
interviews in person, by phone, and via email. Participants were recruited through cold 
call emails and contact referrals. Questionnaires were designed in accordance with the 
purpose of interviewing each type of stakeholder. 

Interviewee recruitment 

This study is a follow up based on the lodging workforce study in Cass and Crow Wing 
Counties (Koerte, Messer, Bodin, & Gronowski, 2018), which focused on Crow Wing and 
Cass counties’ seasonal workforce shortage issue and the potential opportunities and 
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constraints for local tourism businesses regarding work camper recruitment. As an 
exploratory study, it is important to collect information from a variety of stakeholders 
and understand their insights and concerns. This study sought to collect information 
about the regional constraints and opportunities to expanding the use of work 
campers, current use and/or interest of local resorts and campgrounds in employing 
work campers, and existing efforts by stakeholders from private and public sectors 
and by nonprofit organizations. Therefore, study participants included business 
owners or managers of resorts and campgrounds in Cass and Crow Wing counties and 
other parts of Minnesota, as well as elected officials in both counties. Staff at local 
nonprofit organizations serving businesses and the tourism industry, agents of online 
services, and websites that bridge employers and job seekers, and other people of 
knowledge referred by original contacts were also interviewed.  

The contact information for each group of interviewees was collected from a variety of 
sources. The contact list for 47 local campgrounds was found by web mapping services 
developed by Google, which provided names, locations, and links to the websites of 
local campground businesses. Contacts at four local resorts and five local 
organizations were generated from Extension’s previous lodging workforce study. 
Twelve contacts from public sector and nonprofit organizations were drawn from 
previous research and referrals. The research team also reached out to 18 tourism 
businesses in other parts of Minnesota that had posted job descriptions online with 
the intent to recruite work campers.  

An email introducing the study and an interview request was sent to each of the 
contacts on these lists between July 6, 2018 and July 31, 2018. When people replied to 
indicate interest inparticipating in the study, researchers scheduled interviews. 
Between July 18, 2018 and August 10, 2018, a follow-up email was sent to those who 
did not reply within two weeks of the original email. In total, 22 responses were 
received, with 14 respondents accepting an interview request, including eight from 
campgrounds and resorts, two from public sectors, and four from organizations of 
interest. 

Questionnaire design 

Different questionnaires were designed for each group. Since local resorts and 
campgrounds were key stakeholders experiencing a shortage of seasonal workforces 
and seeking solutions, researchers wanted to understand their interest in and 
capability to recruit and hire site work campers as seasonal workers. If they had 
recruited or hired work campers in the past, their experience in doing so would be 
valuable. Therefore, the questionnaire for this group included topics regarding their 
general workforce characteristics and recruitment strategies, (potential) efforts in  
work camper recruitment, compensation and positions, barriers and challenges, and 
supportive resources (Appendix I). Interviews with owners/operators/managers of 
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tourism businesses in other parts of Minnesota would supplement this information 
related to work camper experience and recruitment.  

Conversations with organizations and services supporting local economic and business 
development were expected to provide information about the awareness of local 
community issues, the involvement of nonprofit organizations, and cooperation 
among these three sectors. Their questionnaire focused on involvement of these 
organizations in workforce development in the tourism industry, concerns regarding 
work campers from community members, and relevant information about, or  barriers 
to, the discussion about work campers (Appendix II).   

The purpose of interviewing local officials was to gain knowledge aboutpublic sector 
efforts to solve the workforce shortage issue affecting the tourism industry, local 
regulations that might support or hinder the recruitment of work campers, and 
regional planning and zoning processes that might support or hinder the development 
and expansion of campsites (Appendix III). 

In-person interviews 

Crow Wing and Cass Counties are two- and-a-half-hours drive north of the Twin Cities 
in central Minnesota. Researchers traveled to the cities of Baxter and Brainerd on July 
25, 2018 and July 26, 2018 to conduct five on-site interviews, including three lodging 
business owners and managers, one public sector representative, and one individual 
from the nonprofit sector. An in-person interview was conducted on August 1, 2018 
with the owner of a professional recruiting firm. Each interview lasted 15 to 45 
minutes. Probing questions were asked according to interviewees’ responses. All 
interviews were audio-recorded and transcribed for analysis after receiving verbal 
permission from participants.  

Phone interviews 

The option of phone interviews was also offered to interviewees. Five phone interviews 
were conducted between July 12, 2018 and August 16, 2018, including three lodging 
business owners and managers, one government official, and two from the nonprofit 
sector. Phone interviews recorded by a smart application after receiving verbal 
permission from participants. All interviews were audio-recorded and transcribed for 
analysis. 

Email interviews  

Since the summer season (May to September) is extremely busy for tourism businesses 
in the Cass and Crow Wing County region, and the shortage of workforce during peak 
season made interviews a challenge, it was hard to recruit and schedules interviews. 
Several planned interviews were canceled, and a number of interviews were 
rescheduled. In these cases, researchers chose to send the questionnaire to the 
interviewees who were still to contribute to the study. Follow-up questions were sent 
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via email if a response required clarification. Compared to an in-person and phone 
interview, an email interview is less effective when there is a need to make in-depth 
inquiries, and it may take more time for back-and-forth clarifications. However, 
research shows email has obvious advantages as a practical research methodology. It 
increases accessibility to a larger number of participants (Meho, 2006).  It also allows 
participants to control their time and answer questions at their convenience (Hawkins, 
2018). Three email interviews were conducted, including staff at two resorts and one 
staff member from a work camper job-searching website. 

Email responses   

Although some people indicated they did not have an interest in interviewing, they did 
provide brief comments regarding work camper recruitment and explained their 
workforce recruitment strategies. In a follow-up email sent to campgrounds, they were 
asked whether they could provide information about the demographic characteristics 
of campers, the average length of time campers stayed at the campground, and the 
possibility of cooperation between resorts and campgrounds. The three responses 
received, though brief, were important to the understanding different businesses’ 
choices. 

 

SURVEY FINDINGS 
Interviews with staff from lodging facilities, campgrounds, a professional recruiting 
firm, and public sector and non-profit organizations provided a variety of perspectives 
on the potential opportunities and constraints of work campers as a labor source. 
Some participants were familiar with work campers and had tried to engage this 
population with varying success. Others were unaware of work campers. The following 
sections highlight key findings regarding the  opportunities and constraints of tapping 
the work camper market as a potential workforce for Cass and Crow Wing Counties. 

 

Opportunities 
Seasonal employment needs 

One workforce challenge experienced by lodging businesses in central Minnesota is the 
seasonal nature of tourism employment in the area (Koerte, Messer, Bodin, & 
Gronowski, 2018). Participants from that particular study noted difficulty in both 
hiring and retaining employees for summer seasonal positions. Many lodging 
businesses hire students (i.e., high school, college, international) for seasonal positions 
during the summer and then experience a relatively high need for employees when 
school resumes and students are no longer available to work.  

Work campers may help address this particular workforce challenge since many work 
seasonal jobs and may have more flexibility with employment availability. For example, 
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one participantreported that “…September and October are two of the busiest 
months.” The high school, college, and international students they hire for the 
summer, however, are back in school and not available to work during these two 
months. Another participant also noted workforce challenges during the shoulder 
seasons (April through middle of May and middle of August through October) due to 
student employee school schedules. One respondent noted work campers could 
address this particular challenge since they can work earlier or later in the season than 
high school or international students.  

Some participants noted Minnesota’s cold winters are not conducive for work campers 
year round, but others noted this may not be a challenge since many tourism business 
in central Minnesota have seasonal employment needs rather than year round. One 
participant identified March through September and mid-October as the “ideal 
timeframe” for employment, which may work well for work campers “…because they 
can go down south in the winter time and they like that nomadic lifestyle.” Another 
respondent noted “Snowbirds are people who follow the weather. They enjoy the 
northern states during the summers and spend their winters in warm places like 
Arizona, Florida, and Texas.” 

One participant reported some tourism businesses have begun exploring this seasonal 
labor opportunity. Another respondent noted “It can be just a really great transition 
for them to go from working for the resort through the month of September to going 
on to working the beet harvest.” 

 
Regional amenities 

The amenities (e.g., lakes, recreational activities) in central Minnesota are attractive to 
potential work campers. Some participants discussed the desire work campers may 
have to discover the U.S. after working for decades and explore new places. Minnesota 
has a number of amenities and attractions that may meet the desires of work campers. 
Participants identified the state’s natural resources and attractions like the Boundary 
Water Canoe Area and Cuyuna Country State Recreation Area as amenities that maybe 
attractive to work campers. They also noted recreational activities, including fishing, 
biking, and racing at Brainerd International Raceway that could be a draw for work 
campers. In addition, participants noted some resorts in the area offer their employees 
access to resort amenities, often at discounted rates or for free. Some resort amenities 
identified by participants included golf courses, fitness facilities, restaurants, 
recreational activities and gear, and discounts on lodging for friends and families 
visiting the area.  
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Housing shortage 

Central Minnesota, like many areas, is facing a housing shortage, particularly 
affordable housing. This housing shortage makes it difficult for tourism businesses 
without on-site housing or affordable short-term housing options to recruit seasonal 
employees. Work camping, however, may be one strategy for the region to address 
housing shortages for seasonal labor as work campers bring their own lodging (in the 
form of RVs) with them. For one participant, the lack of housing in the region is 
“…what makes the … work campers concept very intriguing.”  

 

Workforce shortage 

Tourism businesses in the region have been facing workforce shortages, and some 
have expressed concern about the future viability of the temporary nonimmigrant 
worker program, which is a critical source of seasonal employees for the region. 
Others discussed the difficulty in finding reliable and dependable employees. One 
participant said, “I think the biggest thing is we’re all looking for workers, and the 
workers that we do find are not always willing or wanting to stay for very long.”  

As a result of the workforce shortage, participants were interested and open to 
exploring different strategies and sources to address the workforce shortage. When 
explaining their interest in hiring work campers, one respondent stated, “It’s an extra 
branch of potential employees that we have not considered before. These people are 
likely outdoorsy, adventurous, and okay with moving around throughout the year, so 
seasonal employment is desired.” For another participant, the potential for work 
campers to ‘live’ on-site was appealing, stating “It’s nice having them on property.” 

 

Growing market/labor size of RVers/work campers 

As discussed above, there is a growing market of retirees, RVers, and work campers. 
The concept of work camping has also been gaining interest. According to one 
participant, “Work campers are seeing a growing amount of employers who are now 
utilizing this employment resource.” This growth will likely lead to an increased 
demand for campsites and campgrounds for both leisure travel and work camping. To 
meet this need, both the tourism industry and region will need to build adequate 
campground capacity to capture and serve this growing market.  

 

Constraints  

When considering the viability of work campers as a potential labor resource, there are 
several constraints noted by particpants. They included considerations for both the 
community and businesses. The list below suggests that community-level constraints 
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are related to regulatory and infrastructure needs, while business-level constraints 
concern the needs of work campers and tapping into the potential.   

 

Campground capacity 

Participants discussed the limited availability of bothprivate and public campground 
and RV sites for work campers as a constraint to wider employment. Staff at a couple 
of campgrounds noted they operate at full capacity. One respondent stated, “Our camp 
is completely full and we haven’t lost anyone in over five years.” Another participant 
noted, “Our 14-site campground is full, with people who leave their camper here year 
round and come to vacation as often as they can.”  

Some private campgrounds may not be able to accommodate the long-term stays 
needed by work campers. For example, one participant noted they could probably only 
accommodate one- or two-week long stays, explaining, “…our changeover for camping 
is so different that we wouldn’t be able to have somebody on our sites for that long of 
a period … not for the whole season.” Another respondent noted similar constraints in 
that they’re “…really struggling to find a place for [potential work campers] to park 
that would be reasonably priced.” And yet another participant further explained the 
prices for existing campgrounds are out of the price range for work campers.  

Participants also discussed the need to increase campground and RV capacity in the 
region. This would not only support the wider employment of work campers but also 
meet the growing demand for campsites from the leisure travel market. One 
participant explained that renting campsites in Minnesota must be done well in 
advance, stating “If you haven’t done it in September and October for the next year, it’s 
highly unlikely you’re going to find a campsite that you can rent for the season.” She 
pointed out that “Additional capacity in RV parks is important, not just from a work 
camper standpoint but from a tourism in general standpoint.”  

A few participants discussed the costs associated with developing campgrounds as a 
potential barrier. According to one participant, the costs involved for the land, dump 
stations, water, and electricity is a “…pretty large investment from someone.” The cost 
of land was also noted by a respondent who explained, “I just think that we struggle 
here because of our cost of land … the lakes are so attractive to people that no one can 
seem to put together a model that says that we’re going to be able to make it 
affordable.” Another respondent shared, “I think our biggest challenge is the expenses 
and making sure we’re coming out ahead and not behind when we’re putting money 
into all these different things and then we got to make an income too.” 
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Compensation (and associated policies in Minnesota) 

A few participants discussed barriers related to compensation for work campers. 
According to one participant, many work campers would like a full hook-up campsite 
(which includes electricity, water, and sewer service) as part of compensation. 
However, in the state of Minnesota, businesses are unable to include the campsite as 
part of compensation. One particpant further explained, “…unless [the business has] 
an RV site onsite, they have to pay for the RV site and then they have to pay the wages. 
By the time they add that all together, some of them cannot see how they can make 
that work.” Another respondent noted the business she works for hired work campers 
(a couple) for the peak summer season and paid $2,400 for the work campers’ 
campsite for three months.  

 

Awareness and perceptions of work camping in Minnesota 

There is a lack of awareness or knowledge of work camping in Minnesota, both for 
businesses and for work campers. Many participants were actually unaware of work 
campers prior to being contacted for this research project. For example, one 
participant noted, “This is the first time that I’ve actually heard the term,” and another 
respondent commented, “I don’t know much about work campers. I had just received 
your email with a little bit of information about it.” As one respondent explained, “It’s 
a very, very new concept for this community and this area.” As such, there is clearly a 
need for education about work camping and its potential to address workforce needs.  

There also appears to be a need to educate work campers about opportunities in 
Minnesota. One participant commented that “the Midwest has very, very limited 
visibility…” on websites like Workamper News and further stated, “A challenge is 
getting people to think of this area of the country for work camping jobs other than 
the beet harvest.” 

Related to the lack of awareness regarding work camping, people may have different 
perceptions of work camping and work campers. According to one respondent: 

“Many people are under the misconception that camp workers are elderly, 
retired people so they’ve got limitations on the physical ability to do jobs. The 
reality is this is becoming a lifestyle for people … some of them are in their 
early 30s. They have no home base. Their desire is to be portable and to 
experience things.” 
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Transportation 

In addition to lack of awareness, there is also a lack of public transportation options in 
the region, which may create challenges for work campers housed at off-site 
campgrounds. For one business exploring the hiring of work campers, the distance 
between campgrounds and the business may create additional costs (e.g., gas, 
commute time) for work campers. One respondent explained: 

“…our current work camper has a great big one-ton truck and because there’s 
two of them [i.e., a couple], we have to be very conscious of when we schedule 
them so they’re not commuting back and forth unnecessarily because as you 
can imagine, the gas will eat up their paychecks when they’re only being paid 
minimum wage. That is a challenge for us.” 

These additional transportation costs and logistics may deter work campers from 
choosing the region for employment opportunities.  

 

Timing 

Work campers, businesses, and campgrounds do not operate on similar timelines; 
thus, decisions made about employment needs, work camper availability and campsite 
availability do not coincide or complement one another. This will likely constrain wider 
employment of work campers in the region. According to a participant,  

“…most businesses don’t want to start recruiting until about three or four 
months out, and the reality of work campers, a majority of them … plan a year 
out. … But our businesses don’t want to recruit this early because they’re still 
busy closing out their current season.”  

Seasonal employment opportunities and time conflicts may also present constraints 
for some workers seeking to move to other opportunities, such as the beet harvest.  
However, this is something a business could consider before hiring to avoid any 
potential conflicts. As one respondent stated: 

“By October, a lot of those resorts are slowing down so they may be ready to let 
their staff go regardless. It can be just a really great transition for them to go 
from working for the resort through the month of September to going on to 
working the beet harvest.” 
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POTENTIAL STRATEGIES 
 

 Cooperation between local governments, entrepreneurs, businesses, and other 
stakeholders to explore ways to include work campers in regional workforce 
recruitment efforts is needed. The fact that work campers bring their own housing 
is an advantage, but they want places to park that offer water, electric, and sewer 
hookups, and access to wifi and nearby community amenities. 

o Workforce housing issues are complex. An estimated 77 Minnesota 
communities are facing a shortage of rental housing that is affecting the 
workforce. A range of 4,500 to 7,500 additional apartments are needed. 
Examples include the communities of Roseau, Thief River Falls, 
Worthington, Claremont, and Perham (MHFA, 2015). 

o A 2015 about permanent housing needs in Crow Wing County found that 
vacancies for market rate rental housing in the county are less than 5 
percent (Maxfield Research, Inc., 2015). The study also suggested that 
“some level of public/private partnership may be needed to create units 
with achievable rents.” The study explicitly excluded units for seasonal or 
occasional use, but a similar approach may be needed to address these 
needs as well. 

 Partner with businesses, industries, or communities that have opposite or 
complementary needs. This may include partnering with businesses in regions in 
which peak employment needs are during the winter, like ski resorts, or with 
seasonal businesses or industries in the region. For example, the employment 
needs for the fall sugar beet harvest in the Red River Valley in Northwest Minnesota 
may complement the summer season employment needs for the tourism industry. 

 Businesses can learn from those currently using work campers and from work 
camper organizations. Businesses need to be clear on work camper expectations 
and provide a written contract that meets labor laws related to temporary or 
seasonal workers. Most labor laws, regulations, and policies are set at the state or 
national level. The Minnesota Department of Labor and Industry is the responsible 
state agency and is a resource for businesses regarding wage laws for those 
considering hiring work campers.  

 Businesses may need to consider how climate impacts recruitment efforts. For 
example, to target work campers interested in seasonal employment opportunities 
rather than year-round opportunities, they may need to change when they begin 
seasonal recruitment efforts to reach potential employees. 
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 Identify tourism and recreation friendly language that can assist counties and 
communities in adapting public policy documents to support seasonal workforce 
and housing needs.  

o An example is the Crow Wing County comprehensive plan (2003-2023), 
which notes the importance of tourism and the resort industry in the 
county and includes policies to “encourage a diverse business mix that 
provides livable wage employment opportunities for all socio-economic 
factions of the labor force and enhances tourism and the quality of life 
for residents.” Strategies include retaining existing resorts by assisting 
them “with expansion and improvement to allow them to meet growing 
needs in a manner that doesn’t degrade natural resources” (p. 32). How 
can the public sector assist area tourism businesses? Could development 
of a public or public/private campground for temporary or seasonal 
workers, and having shuttle buses travel between businesses and 
campgrounds during peak season be an option? Would this address 
broader affordable housing and labor needs? What options exist to locate 
a facility near existing community ones rather than near sensitive natural 
resources? 

o Private and public interests considering development or expansion of 
facilities for work campers will need to follow regional policies, as well as 
state regulations. These include regulations for recreational camping 
areas established and enforced by the Minnesota Department of Health.  
They apply to “an area, whether privately or publicly owned, used on a 
daily, nightly, weekly, or longer basis for the accommodation of five or 
more tents or recreational camping vehicles free of charge or for 
compensation” (Minnesota Department of Health, 2018).   

 
 
CONCLUSION 
 

This study suggests opportunities to tap the work camper market as a potential 
workforce for Cass and Crow Wing counties do exist. Building awareness of work 
campers as a potential labor source, understanding their needs, and addressing 
regional constraints, such as lack of campground space and public transportation 
needs, are required. Addressing these and other constraints will require both public 
and private input. 

Exploring additional public and/or private campground or RV sites may provide a 
regional approach to address workforce and economic development opportunities 
associated with work campers. Additional campground or dedicated short-term RV 
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facilities could benefit multiple businesses and generate increased economic activity 
within the region, but they will require consideration of the impact on natural 
resources, accessibility, and funding, among other things. 

Work campers will not solve all regional labor needs, but they may provide an 
additional source to address workforce needs. 
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APPENDIX I:  Interview Protocol for Businesses 

 Introduction: 

Thank you for taking the time to meet/talk with us about work campers. My name is ______, and with 
me is _________ from the University of Minnesota Tourism Center. In this interview, we’d like to learn 
about your interest and experience in pursuing work campers as a potential workforce, including the 
opportunities and barriers you have encountered. 

 Before we begin, do we have your permission to record this interview? No personally identifiable 
information will be shared in any publication or presentation resulting from this research. 

 Interview Questions: 

What are your current workforce recruitment strategies? 

● Who is your typical employee? OR  Could you describe your typical employee? 
● How do you recruit employees? 

 How did you learn about work campers? 

 Why are you interested in hiring work campers? 

 Have you hired work campers? 

      IF response is NO:  Have you tried to recruit work campers? 
       IF response to either of the above questions is YES: 
                      For what positions have you hired (are you hiring) work campers? 
                      How have you tried to recruit and/or hire work campers? 

● Which of these recruitment strategies have you found to be effective? Ineffective? 
What form(s) of compensation are you offering to work campers? 

 What challenges or barriers have you experienced (or are experiencing) in recruiting/hiring work 
campers? 

● Regulatory barriers (taxation, regulations)? 
● Challenges recruiting work campers? 
● Concerns from the community? 

 
 Have you used any resources (e.g., businesses/organizations, groups, services) to help you recruit or 
hire work campers?             IF response is YES: Could you tell us about those resources? 

Do you have any questions for us? Is there anything that we didn’t cover in this interview that you think 
is important for us to know? 

 Are there any other businesses/organizations or individuals we should speak to about this?  

● Do we have your permission to let them know you suggested we reach out to them?  
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APPENDIX II:  Interview Protocol for Organizations 

 Introduction: 

Thank you for taking the time to meet/talk with us about work campers. My name is ______, and with 
me is _________ from the University of Minnesota Tourism Center. In this interview, we’d like to learn 
about the public sector’s involvement in workforce development and the views and concerns about 
work campers. 

Before we begin, do we have your permission to record this interview? No personally identifiable 
information will be shared in any publication or presentation resulting from this research. 

Interview Questions: 

General Workforce Development: 

Please tell us about the organization (fill in)’s involvement in local workforce development. 

How does the membership work? 

• How do members benefit from (fill in organization name) services? 
• How does (fill in organization name) connect members as a network? 

 
Since “growing jobs” is part of BLAEDC’s mission, what are the current efforts to address workforce 
development in the Crow Wing County? 

What are the challenges in current workforce recruitment in the tourism industry in this county? 

Seasonal Workforce: 

How do current (Organization name’s) efforts support the employment of seasonal/migrant workers in 
this county? 

What are the barriers that hinder the employment of seasonal/migrant workers in this county? 

Work campers: 

How did you/your organization become aware of work campers as a workforce for tourism businesses? 

How do current (fill-in organization name) efforts support the employment of work campers in this 
county (if any)? 

(If no current efforts) 

How does your organization plan to support the recruitment of work campers.  

• Is it through educational workshops for businesses? Supporting policy? etc. 
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Are there any ongoing discussions or plans to support the employment of work campers in the county? 

(If No)  
• What are the barriers to those discussions or plans? 
• Lack of knowledge about work campers? 
• Policy issues 
• Concerns from the community? 
• Other concerns 

 
(If Yes)  

• Can you tell us about those discussions and/or plans? 
• The partners or stakeholders involved in these discussions/plans  
• The interaction between the public sector and the private sector 
• The process 
• The (expected) results 

Ending: 

Do you have any questions for us? Is there anything that I didn’t cover in this interview that you think is 
important for us to know? 

 Are there any other staff or organizations we should speak to about this?  

● Do we have your permission to let them know you suggested we reach out to them?  
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APPENDIX III:  Interview Protocol for Public Sector 

 Introduction: 

Thank you for taking the time to meet/talk with us about work campers. My name is ______, and with 
me is _________ from the University of Minnesota Tourism Center. In this interview, we’d like to learn 
about the public sector’s involvement in workforce development and the views and concerns about 
work campers. 

Before we begin, do we have your permission to record this interview? No personally identifiable 
information will be shared in any publication or presentation resulting from this research. 

Interview Questions: 

General Workforce Development: 

Please tell us about the county’s involvement in local workforce development. 

Are there any current efforts to address workforce development in the county? 

• If yes: could you please tell us about those efforts? 
 

How does the county help to address the workforce shortages experienced by the tourism industry? 

Seasonal Workforce: 

How does current policy (or policies) support the employment of seasonal/migrant workers in this 
county? 

• For employers 
• For employees 

 

How does current policy (or policies) hinder the employment of seasonal/migrant workers in this 
county? 

Work campers: 

How did you become aware of work campers as a workforce for tourism businesses? 

Are there any ongoing discussions or plans to support the employment of work campers in the county? 

(If No)  
• What are the barriers to those discussions or plans? 
• Lack of knowledge about work campers? 
• Policy issues 
• Concerns from the community? 
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• Other concerns 
 
(If Yes)  

• Can you tell us about those discussions and/or plans? 
• Frequency 
• The purpose 
• The content 
• Who are the partners or stakeholders involved in these discussions/plans?  
• The interaction between the public sector and the private sector 
• The process 
• The (expected) results 

 

Ending: 

Do you have any questions for us? Is there anything that I didn’t cover in this interview that you think is 
important for us to know? 

 Are there any other staff or organizations we should speak to about this?  

● Do we have your permission to let them know you suggested we reach out to them?  
 

 

 


