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FOUNDATIONS

More than a decade after
the Great Recession, the national

and state economies have largely recovered.
This recovery, though slow by historical
standards, is more than welcome. But from the
perspective of working people in Wisconsin,
serious longer-term challenges remain. Many
of these problems are not unique to the state.
Even so, they are daunting. Wages have been
nearly stagnant over the last 40 years. Income
is lower today than it was in 2000. Low-wage
jobs – indeed, low-wage careers – define and
constrain the prospects of too many workers.
And finally, while racial inequality is not unique
to Wisconsin, it is extreme here. Black/White
disparity measured for key economic and
educational outcomes and incarceration rates
place Wisconsin among the most racially
unequal states in the nation. In fact, Wisconsin
is the worst in the country for Black/White
racial disparities in unemployment, labor force
participation, household income, school math
performance, and graduation rates.

The State of Working Wisconsin 2018 uses
the best and most recent data available to
inform these broad outlines and refine our
understanding of how working people in the
state are doing. To paint a comprehensive
picture of the economic reality of working
people, we rely on a variety of data, most often
from the federal government. We provide data
on the labor market and the recovery from
the Great Recession, but also offer a greater
focus on longer-term trends that have altered
opportunity, equality, and outcomes in this
nation and state.
The state’s economy and workers’ experiences
are more clearly understood with an
understanding of the size of the economy
and its population, which we provide in this
chapter. The size of the state economy and
key sectors are described. We also provide key
data on Wisconsin’s population, diversity, and
demographic shifts.

SCALE OF THE WISCONSIN ECONOMY: STATE GDP
AND KEY SECTORS
Per capita personal income is one way to
measure the overall size of the economy and
compare Wisconsin to the nation. Per capita
personal income is a measure of the total
personal income of residents of a given area
divided by the population of the area. Figure 1.1
shows Wisconsin’s per capita income from 1981
to 2017, offering a good view of the evolution
of the size of the Wisconsin economy. (Data
here and throughout this report are adjusted for
inflation and expressed in 2017 dollars, unless
otherwise noted.) The 2007 recession is evident.
Wisconsin’s per capita income, showing only
weak growth across the first years of the 21st
Century, fell in 2008. But since 2012, per capita
income has grown.

Wisconsin’s current per capita income is now
$47,850, roughly $3,000 below the national
per capita income of $50,392. The nation has
consistently maintained higher per capita
income than Wisconsin, but in the last few years
the gap has grown.
Table 1.1 places this trend in the regional
context. Wisconsin’s growth in per capita
income in the 21st Century has lagged behind
the national growth rate. However, the table
shows that this slow growth is shared by states
throughout the Midwest — with the exception
of Iowa and Minnesota. Iowa’s per capita
income growth outpaced all other states in the
region and the national rate as well. Minnesota
matched national growth.

figure 1.1
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table 1.1

PER CAPITA PERSONAL INCOME AND PER CAPITA INCOME GROWTH, WISCONSIN,
US, AND PEER STATES (2017 DOLLARS)

State

2000

2008

2017

Percent Change
2000-2017

United States

$43,682.57

46887.7711

$50,392.00

15.36%

Wisconsin

$42,369.32

44366.5918

$47,850.00

12.94%

Illinois

$47,393.92

$49,485.42

$52,808.00

11.42%

Indiana

$40,195.33

$40,104.90

$44,165.00

9.88%

Iowa

$39,271.78

$44,268.44

$45,996.00

17.12%

Michigan

$43,381.38

$40,681.26

$45,255.00

4.32%

Minnesota

$46,030.71

$49,054.00

$53,043.00

15.23%

Ohio

$40,694.93

$41,864.82

$45,615.00

12.09%
US Bureau of Economic Analysis

Key Sectors in Wisconsin
Wisconsin’s Gross Domestic Product (GDP) is
the value of all goods and services produced the
state. In 2017, the total GDP for Wisconsin was
$324 billion. Figure 1.2 shows the contribution
of each sector to overall GDP for Wisconsin, the
Great Lakes states, and the nation.
Manufacturing, accounting for 18.2 percent of
the state’s GDP, is Wisconsin’s largest sector.
Wisconsin’s manufacturing sector is slightly
larger than the 17.7 percent GDP across Great

Lakes states, and significantly exceeds the
national GDP share of manufacturing (just under
12 percent). Agriculture also stands out, with
the state generating a much greater share of
its economy in the sector than the region or the
nation. Finally, and in worse news for the state,
Wisconsin lags in the professional, scientific,
and technical services and information sectors.
Those sectors account for just 4.2 percent of
Wisconsin GDP while accounting for 7 percent
of the national economy.
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the nation’s highest manufacturing share
of workers. The sector has faced serious
crises since the turn of the century; even so,
Wisconsin’s manufacturing sector remains
essential to our economic output and to jobs.

Manufacturing in
Wisconsin
Manufacturing remains critical to the state
economy. The sector accounts for nearly
one-fifth of the total output of the state, and
Wisconsin consistently vies with Indiana for

figure 1.2

INDUSTRIAL COMPOSITION OF THE ECONOMY: SHARES OF GDP BY INDUSTRY
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Figure 1.4 shows the change
in manufacturing jobs
since 1990 for Wisconsin,
neighboring states, and the
United States. Wisconsin’s
manufacturing job base fell
by a substantial 10 percent
over that period. But the
national decline – 30 percent
– and losses in some
neighboring states were
much more dramatic.

figure 1.3
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While it is true that the
manufacturing sector has
added jobs in the recovery,
losses in the sector have
been the predominant story
over the last 20 years. Figure
1.3 provides perspective,
showing Wisconsin’s
manufacturing employment
from 1998 to 2018. The
welcome gains across recent
years have not made up for
losses across the recessions
of 2001 and 2007. The
Wisconsin manufacturing
sector had nearly 600,000
jobs in 2000; today the state
holds fewer than 500,000
manufacturing jobs.

US Bureau of Labor Statistics, CES

figure 1.4
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Wisconsin Economic Foundations 5

WISCONSIN: POPULATION AND DEMOGRAPHICS
The Wisconsin population has been slowly
growing and now stands at roughly 5.8 million.
From 2000 to 2017, the state added some
400,000 residents (see Table 1.2). The pace of
this growth is a matter of perspective. Relative
to many neighboring states (IL, MI, IA, OH),
Wisconsin’s growth is strong. However, the
nation is growing twice as fast as the state.

Of neighboring states, Minnesota (13 percent
increase) and Indiana (10 percent increase) are
growing more rapidly than Wisconsin.
There are two central and related dynamics in
the demographics of Wisconsin. Our population
is becoming both more diverse and older. We
consider each of these in turn.

table 1.2

POPULATION AND POPULATION GROWTH, WISCONSIN, US, AND PEER STATES,
2000-2017
2000

2017

PERCENT CHANGE
2000-2017

Wisconsin

5,363,675

5,795,483

8.10%

United States

281,421,906

325,719,178

16%

Illinois

12,419,293

12,802,023

3%

Indiana

6,080,485

6,666,818

10%

Iowa

2,926,324

3,145,711

7%

Michigan

9,938,444

9,926,311

0%

Minnesota

4,919,479

5,576,606

13%

Ohio

11,353,140

11,658,609

3%
US Census Bureau
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figure 1.5

RACIAL AND ETHNIC DEMOGRAPHIC PROJECTIONS, WISCONSIN, 1980-2050
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Figure 1.5 shows Wisconsin’s increasing
diversity. The state’s population is still
overwhelmingly White (Whites account for more
than 80 percent of the population). But the state
is substantially more diverse today than it was
in the past, and projections show that it will
continue to become more diverse. The Black
share of the population will continue to grow
slowly while the Latino, Asian, and mixed race
shares of the population are projected to grow
quite substantially. By 2050, people of color
will account for more than three in ten of state
residents (compared to fewer than two in ten
currently).

Importantly, though, Figure 1.5 also makes clear
that Wisconsin is and will remain substantially
less diverse than the nation as a whole. (The
percent White in Wisconsin is shown by the
light grey areas in the figure, while the national
percent White is shown by the grey trendline in
the background.) Indeed, by 2050, while people
of color will account for 3 out of 10 Wisconsin
residents, people of color will account for the
majority of the population nationally.
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figure 1.6

WISCONSIN POPULATION
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AND 2040, BY BROAD AGE
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COWS analysis of APL estimations

“The aging of Wisconsin and its increasing diversity are related.
The younger population in the state is substantially more diverse
while the older population in the state is less so.”

Wisconsin is aging as it diversifies. Figure 1.6
shows projections of increasing age clearly. In
2020, one in five state residents will be 65 or
older. But by 2040, however, one in four state
residents will be in this age group. Given growth
in the state population, the raw numbers are
striking. In 2010, the state had 770,000 residents
aged 65 or older. By 2040, projections suggest
that this number will double to some 1.5
million.1
1 Read more about the Wisconsin 2010-2040 population projections
here: https://apl.wisc.edu/publications/FinalProjs2040_Publication.
pdf

As is true across much of the Midwest,
Wisconsin’s population is aging faster than the
nation’s; the state’s median age is projected
to rise four years from 2010-40 (from 38.4 to
42.4 years) while the national median age will
increase by 2.7 years (from 37.7 to 40.4 years).
It is important to note that the aging of
Wisconsin and its increasing diversity are
related. The younger population in the state
is substantially more diverse while the older
population in the state is less so.
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share of the workforce in several occupations,
particularly in Farming, Fishing, and Forestry;
Life, Physical, and Social Sciences; Computer
and Mathematical Sciences; and Production.

Contributions of
Immigrants and the
Wisconsin Economy
As the population ages and baby boomers move
into retirement, the state will be challenged
to increase the productivity and size of the
workforce. Immigrants to the state are an
essential answer to these coming economic
issues. As we showed above, the state’s
population is diversifying especially because
of increases in Latino and Asian populations.
Many of these residents are immigrants. Here
we focus on their economic contribution to the
state.

Wisconsin immigrants contribute billions of
dollars in taxes and business revenue every year;
immigrant-led households in the state paid $1.4
billion in federal taxes and $675.4 million in
state and local taxes, and undocumented
immigrants in Wisconsin paid an estimated
$71.8 million in state and local taxes in 2015.
Immigrant entrepreneurs in Wisconsin also
generate nearly a quarter billion dollars in annual
business revenue: 14,866 immigrant business
owners accounted for 5.4 percent of all selfemployed Wisconsin residents in 2015 and
generated $249.5 million in business income. In
2015, immigrants accounted for 30 percent of
business owners in the Milwaukee/Waukesha/
West Allis metropolitan area.2

Immigrants in Wisconsin, comprising five
percent of the overall population, are a vital part
of Wisconsin’s economy. They comprise 7.2
percent of business owners, 6.2 percent of the
working-age population, and nearly six percent
of Wisconsin’s labor force. As is shown in Figure
1.7, immigrants comprise more than their

figure 1.7
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Share of immigrants in Industry
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EPI analysis of 2015 ACS, 4-year data, IPUMS. (4-year data were used to give greater detail.)

2 COWS, “The Economic Contribution of Wisconsin Immigrants”
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For More on Wisconsin Immigrants...
Read “Increasing Skills & Opportunity for Wisconsin’s Immigrants.” This
brief provides an overview of demographic trends among the immigrant
population, and addresses pressing needs with regard to citizenship,
language training, and access to higher education that prevent these
working families from thriving economically.

figure 1.8

WISCONSIN INDUSTRIES
WITH HIGH
REPRESENTATION
IMMIGRANTS, 2015
Wisconsin Industries
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Representation ofOF
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Also notable is the distribution of foreign-born
workers across industries. Many immigrants
work in manufacturing, including food
manufacturing. One 2009 study by University
of Wisconsin-Madison researchers estimated
that immigrants comprised 40 percent of
workers hired on dairy farms in the state. There
is also a higher relative proportion of foreignborn residents working in service industries, a
wide category which includes lab technicians,

data-entry professionals, hotel and restaurant
workers, landscapers, waste management
workers, day care providers, nurses, auto
repair technicians, hair stylists and many other
occupations (Figure 1.8).3

3 https://www.wiscontext.org/
changing-faces-wisconsins-foreign-born-residents
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JOBS,
UNEMPLOYMENT,
& LABOR FORCE
FAST FACTS

The Wisconsin
unemployment rate is as

low as it has ever been and the state’s labor
market has more jobs than it has ever had. The
commitment to work in the state is clear and
labor market opportunities are increasing. This
good news is welcome and long-awaited. In
this chapter we provide data that help provide
context on unemployment, jobs, and the labor
force. Unemployment has returned to prerecession levels, but opportunity is not equally
distributed. Our job base has grown but the
rate of growth remains sluggish.

69%

Percent of adults in the
labor force in Wisconsin, 2017

62.9%

Percent of adults in the
labor force in US, 2017

9.3%

Percent of Black workers
unemployed, 2017

UNEMPLOYMENT AND UNDEREMPLOYMENT IN
WISCONSIN
figure 2.1

UNEMPLOYMENT RATE, WISCONSIN AND US, 1979 TO 2017
12.0%
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2.0%
0.0%

United States

Wisconsin
EPI analysis of CPS data

Unemployment is a measure of labor
market opportunity, and the consistent
decline of unemployment in Wisconsin
is good news. Currently, 3.2 percent of
the state’s workforce is unemployed—
reporting that they are actively seeking
but cannot find work. That level of
unemployment is as low as has been
recorded for the state and well below
the pre-recession unemployment of 5.0
in 2007 (see Figure 2.1).

Involuntary
Part-Time Work
Unemployment is just one measure
of lack of opportunity in a labor
market. Even for workers who
have jobs, some report wanting
more hours of work than they can
secure in their current employment.
Declines in “involuntary part-time
work” also show that opportunity is
increasing in the labor market.
The share of Wisconsin workers
who hold part-time jobs, but wish
for more work, more than doubled
during the recession from just 2
percent of the workforce in 2000 to
4.5 percent in 2013. Recently, and
fortunately, the level has fallen back
to 2.9 percent.
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figure 2.2

SHORT-TERM UNEMPLOYMENT, LONG-TERM UNEMPLOYMENT, AND
INVOLUNTARY PART-TIME WORK IN WISCONSIN, BY PERCENTAGE, 2000-2017
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Figure 2.2 provides more detail on short-term
unemployment, long-term unemployment, and
underemployment in the state. Anyone who has
been looking for work for more than six months
is in the “long-term” unemployment category.
Similarly, anyone who reports that they are
working part-time, but would prefer full-time
hours, are “involuntary part-time.” Figure 2.2
makes the change across the decade clear:
unemployment, long-term unemployment,
and underemployment all jumped up in 2009
and 2010 and have been on a slow steady
decline since. By 2017, unemployment and
underemployment have fallen to pre-recession
levels.

Inequity in Opportunity
Unemployment and involuntary part-time work
are not randomly distributed. And even in a
time of greater opportunity, opportunity can
be illusive for vulnerable workers. Figure 2.3
and Table 2.1 make disparities in economic
opportunity obvious. In general, workers closer
to the bottom of the labor market are more likely
to be unemployed or want more hours of work.
Most striking, even as White unemployment is
just 2.6 percent, fully nine percent of Wisconsin’s
Black workers are unemployed. Even with
a relatively strong economy and low overall
unemployment, Wisconsin’s current Black
unemployment rate is as high as the overall
rate during peak “recession” levels. The Black
unemployment rate is also more than 3.5 times
higher than that of Whites. That level of disparity
is the worst in the nation.
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figure 2.3

WISCONSIN UNEMPLOYMENT AND INVOLUNTARY PART-TIME WORK FOR KEY
DEMOGRAPHIC GROUPS, 2017
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High school
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Unemployed

African - American

Bachelor's or higher
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Involuntary part-time

"Fully" Employed
EPI analysis of CPS data

Further, another 6.8 percent of Black workers
are working part time but wish they could secure
full time hours of work (“involuntary part-time” in
the Table 2.1). For Black workers in Wisconsin,
then, work is much harder to secure than it is for
White workers. Nearly one in five of the state’s
Black workers either is looking for a job or more
hours of work. Similarly, Wisconsin Hispanics

have an unemployment rate of 5.4 percent,
and another 4.5 percent working part-time but
seeking full time work. Younger workers and
less educated workers also face higher levels of
unemployment and involuntary part-time work.,
as is visible in Figure 2.3
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“The very disparate levels of unemployment and the increased
struggle to secure enough hours of work underscore the unique
economic barriers faced by historically disadvantaged workers.”
Since 2015, unemployment has fallen for every
demographic group (see Table 2.1). Interestingly,
however, rates of involuntary part-time work
have not improved for all groups over the same
period. The increases in the share of workers
who hold part-time jobs but would prefer full
time hours are especially pronounced for
workers with less than a high school education
and Black workers (increases of 1.1% and

0.9% respectively). The labor market is surely
generating greater opportunity, as declines
in unemployment show that opportunity is
reaching many workers. However, the very
disparate levels of unemployment and the
increased struggle to secure enough hours of
work underscore the unique economic barriers
faced by historically disadvantaged.

table 2.1

LABOR FORCE STATISTICS BY DEMOGRAPHICS IN WISCONSIN, 2015 AND 2017
Direction Involuntary Involuntary Direction
"Fully"
Unemployed Unemployed
of change part-time
part-time of change Employed in
(2015)
(2017)
(2015 - 2017)
(2015)
(2017)
(2015 - 2017)
2017
All

4.6%

3.20%

2.90%

2.9%

93.89%

Male

4.6%

3.4%

2.7%

2.7%

93.9%

Female

4.6%

2.9%

3.1%

3.1%

94.0%

16-24 yrs

9.3%

6.7%

4.4%

4.4%

88.9%

25-54 yrs

4.1%

2.6%

2.8%

2.9%

94.5%

55 yrs and
older

2.5%

2.3%

2.2%

2.0%

95.7%

Less than high
school

11.0%

7.0%

3.3%

4.4%

88.6%

High school

5.3%

3.5%

4.0%

4.5%

92.0%

Some college

4.9%

3.3%

2.8%

2.4%

94.3%

Bachelor's or
higher

2.0%

1.7%

1.9%

1.6%

96.7%

White

3.9%

2.6%

2.6%

2.6%

94.8%

Black

11.6%

9.3%

5.9%

6.8%

83.9%

Hispanic*

6.7%

5.4%

5.0%

4.5%

90.1%

Gender

Age

Education

Race / ethnicity

EPI analysis of CPS data
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THE GEOGRAPHY OF UNEMPLOYMENT
Opportunity and unemployment are distributed
unevenly across counties as well. Plant shutdowns and the intense displacement they
cause are local events. When job losses occur,
unemployment increases. When specific firms
increase hiring, the opportunities are local as
well. Some counties – Dane, Green, Lafayette
and Iowa – have unemployment rates hovering
around two percent. At the other extreme,
unemployment is around or above four percent

in some Wisconsin counties – Bayfield,
Sawyer, Forest, Florence, Ashland, Iron, and
Menominee. With unemployment at just above
6 percent, Menominee County has the highest
unemployment rate in the state. Figure 2.4
shows the range of unemployment rates across
counties in the state. The geographic variability
of unemployment provides concrete evidence
that specific communities need support.

figure 2.4

UNEMPLOYMENT RATE BY COUNTY IN WISCONSIN, MAY 2018

1.8-2.4%
2.5-2.9%
3.0-3.5%
3.6-4.4%
4.5-6.1%
Wisconsin Department of Workforce Development
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130,000 JOBS MISSING: WHAT IF WISCONSIN HAD KEPT
PACE WITH NATIONAL JOB GROWTH?
Wisconsin, like all states, is integrated into
the national economy. For the most part, its
economy moves in step with neighboring states
and the nation. There are exceptions, of course.
North Dakota’s natural gas reserves have set
it on a new and volatile trajectory. Michigan’s
dependence on the auto industry and the heavy
damage of Hurricane Katrina in Louisiana
and Mississippi set those states apart. But
for the most part – and in spite of the claims
of governors which echo across the nation –
states move with the nation.

Michigan, and Ohio) were hit particularly hard.
Wisconsin at first did a bit better than the rest
of these states and the nation generally but only
just barely. Starting in 2011, Wisconsin began
slipping behind national rates of growth.
The slower growth of the Wisconsin economy
leaves us further behind. From January 2011
to March 2018, Wisconsin gained 233,300
jobs, posting growth in the labor market of 8.5
percent. Over that same period, the national
economy grew by 13.3 percent. If Wisconsin had
simply kept pace with national growth, we would
have added 364,000 jobs. Wisconsin is 130,000
jobs behind.

Figure 2.5 shows employment trends over the
last nine years. Employment fell when the Great
Recession began in December 2007, with a
sharp decline evident after September 2008.
States in the Industrial Midwest (Illinois, Indiana,

figure 2.5

NON-FARM JOBS AS A PERCENT OF PRE-RECESSION LEVELS, WISCONSIN,
INDUSTRIAL MIDWEST AND THE US
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figure 2.6

WISCONSIN’S MISSING JOBS: COMPARING ACTUAL JOB GROWTH IN WISCONSIN
TO EXPECTED JOB GROWTH, JANUARY 2011 TO MARCH 2018 (SEASONALLY
ADJUSTED, IN THOUSANDS)
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EPI analysis of BLS data

HARD WORKING STATE: LABOR FORCE PARTICIPATION
IN WISCONSIN
Table 2.2 shows some key demographics in
Wisconsin’s workforce as well as labor force
participation for those groups.
The left panels of Table 2.2 show that Wisconsin
is slightly older and substantially less diverse
than then national average. It also makes
clear that we have a small advantage in
getting residents through high school. While
nationally, 8.8 percent of workers have ended
their education before receiving a high school
degree, in Wisconsin just 7.5 percent of workers
are at this low level of education. The pattern
reverses at the top of the educational spectrum.
Workers in the US are more likely than workers
in Wisconsin to have a four-year college degree
or more (36.3 percent for the US versus 31.3
percent for the state).

Wisconsinites have a strong commitment to
work, evident in the columns on the right of
Table 2.2. Both men and women are more
likely to be in the labor market than their
national counterparts. Wisconsin’s labor force
participation rate of 69 percent substantially
exceeds the national rate of 62.9 percent.
The extra commitment to work is especially
pronounced for our young workers (ages 16 to
24) and women. But every demographic shows
the same result—Wisconsinites’ labor force
participation rates are always higher, across
education, age, and race/ethnicity.

18 Jobs, Unemployment, & Labor Force

CHAPTER 2: WAGES & WAGE DISPARIT Y
table 2.2

SHARE OF LABOR FORCE AND LABOR FORCE PARTICIPATION RATES BY
DEMOGRAPHIC, WISCONSIN AND US, 2017
difference in
labor force
participation
between
Wisconsin & US

United
States

Wisconsin

United
States

Wisconsin

Share of Labor
Force

Share of Labor
Force

Labor Force
Participation
Rate

Labor Force
Participation
Rate

62.9%

69.0%

6.1%

All
Gender
Male

53.1%

52.6%

69.1%

73.7%

4.6%

Female

46.9%

47.4%

57.0%

64.4%

7.4%

16-24 yrs

13.2%

15.5%

55.5%

70.5%

15.0%

25-54 yrs

64.0%

60.3%

81.7%

88.3%

6.6%

55 yrs and older

22.8%

24.3%

40.0%

44.3%

4.3%

White

62.8%

83.7%

62.1%

68.5%

6.4%

African-American

11.7%

4.7%

62.0%

68.2%

6.2%

Hispanic

17.1%

5.9%

66.1%

74.5%

8.4%

Asian/Pacific islander

6.2%

3.7%

63.7%

73.2%

9.5%

Less than high school

8.8%

7.5%

40.2%

48.5%

8.3%

High school

26.5%

29.7%

59.2%

64.8%

5.6%

Some college

28.4%

31.6%

65.4%

72.2%

6.8%

Bachelor's or higher

36.3%

31.3%

74.2%

78.2%

4.0%

Age

Race / ethnicity

Education

EPI analysis of CPS data
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Women and men in Wisconsin are both more
likely to work than national counterparts. Figure
2.7 shows that, over the forty years, men’s
labor force participation has been gradually
declining while women’s participation has
risen. Wisconsin reflects these trends but the
population here consistently shows greater
connection to work. Wisconsin’s men slightly
exceed the national rates: in 2017, 74 percent of
Wisconsin’s men participated in the labor force,
while only 69 percent of men nationally did.

It is women’s participation that really stands out.
Wisconsin’s women’s labor force participation
is consistently well above national rates of
participation: 64 percent of Wisconsin women
participated in the labor force in 2017, while
only 57 percent of women nationally did. In
fact, Wisconsin’s women’s participation rate is
closer to national participation rate for men (69
percent) than it is to the national women’s rate.

figure 2.7

LABOR FORCE PARTICIPATION BY GENDER, WISCONSIN AND US, 1979-2017
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EPI analysis of BLS data
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3

WAGES &
WAGE INEQUALITY

For the nearly three million
Wisconsinites who have jobs, wages

are the most essential measure of the quality
of their jobs. In this chapter, we look at trends in
median wages as well as wage inequality in the
state.
Wage trends over the last 40 years fall short of
the norm established in the post-war period.
From the end of World War II until the 1970s,
median wages were closely tied to overall
economic growth. As the economy grew
and productivity increased, workers’ wages
advanced. This was the period of “shared
prosperity,” when growing GDP was linked
directly to growing paychecks for workers.

FAST FACTS

$20.03

WI men’s median wage, 2017

$16.92

WI women’s median wage, 2017

$18.65

WI median wage for
workers with an
occupational/vocational
associate degree, 2017
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Figure 3.1 makes this divergence clear.
Wages and productivity decouple, defying
expectations about the pay-off of growth and
shattering the presumption of the inevitable
economic advance of each generation of
Americans. In spite of productivity advances
and increasing education of the workforce over
the last quarter of a century, median wages
have stagnated or have only slightly increased
for some workers, and have even fallen for
some groups.

Jobs Matter More in the
US
In the US, your well-being derives directly
from the quality of your job. That is a
surprise to no one. Here, higher-wage jobs
tend to deliver good benefit packages
(from health insurance and retirement to
vacation and leave policy) along with higher
income. Lower-wage jobs provide smaller
paychecks and also often offer volatile and

The divergence between economic growth and
family well-being is as clear in Wisconsin as
it is in the nation. Once inflation is taken into
account, Wisconsin’s median wage growth is
very slow. We know that in the state and in
the nation, productivity is up. But workers don’t
see the reward. In this chapter, we look more
carefully at wages, wage trends for specific
groups, and wage inequality over time.

Productivity
Pay Tracker

insufficient hours. Few low-wage jobs offer
strong health insurance or paid sick leave.
Such singular reliance on the labor market
for these outcomes would shock workers in
most advanced economies, where health
insurance is a right of residence and hours
of work and paid vacation are guaranteed
by law.

figure 3.1

DISCONNECT BETWEEN PRODUCTIVITY AND
TYPICAL COMPENSATION (CUMULATIVE PERCENT
CHANGE), 1948-2016
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EPI analysis of unpublished BLS data.
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THE LONG-TERM PERSPECTIVE: SLOW WAGE
GROWTH
Figure 3.2 displays real median hourly wages for
Wisconsin and the United States from 1979 to
2017. (Inflation is accounted for; all values are
expressed in 2017 dollars.) In 1979, Wisconsin’s
median worker earned a wage well above the
national median. The 1980s—especially difficult
years for Wisconsin—brought considerable real
and relative wage decline, leaving Wisconsin
workers nearly a dollar per hour behind the US
median. Wisconsin finally moved back to the
national median wage in 1995, and wages grew
in the state each year until 2005. The recession
took its toll on wages which slipped to a low
point in 2012. In recent years, the median has
moved gradually up towards the level of the late
2000s.

The state’s 2017 median wage—$18.34
per hour—exceeds the 1979 median by
just one dollar. With more education and
better technology, today’s median worker is
substantially more productive than their 1979
counterpart. Yet that worker’s reward is just one
dollar more per hour, or roughly $2,000 more
per year for their full-time work1. And most of
the gain at the median was made in the 1990s.
Wages rose 11 percent in that decade. In the
new millennium, real wage growth has been
much more tepid (only 5 percent in 17 years).

figure 3.2

MEDIAN HOURLY WAGES, WISCONSIN AND US, 1979-2017 (2017 DOLLARS)
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COWS analysis of CPS ORG data

1 Assuming 2,080 hours in a year
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DECLINING BENEFITS
FOR HEALTHCARE AND
RETIREMENT ALONGSIDE
STAGNANT WAGES
Pension and health care benefits are changing,
even as wages have stagnated. In Wisconsin
and the nation, these trends tend to exacerbate
inequality as workers with low wages also have
fewer benefits.
The share of private-sector workers receiving
employer-provided health care insurance
through their jobs fell across the 1990’s and
2000’s. (It is important to remember that this is
just workers who report getting health insurance
through their own employment. Many of those
who do not get coverage from their job are
insured, some covered on the plans of other
working family members, and some covered by
public systems like Medicaid). Many of those
who do receive health insurance through work

are paying more on deductibles and premiums.
The instability of national health care policy is
generating costs as well.
Pension benefits have fallen, as employers shift
from defined benefit to defined contribution
plans. Defined benefit plans, once the norm
especially at large companies, provide
guaranteed and predictable income for workers
in retirement. The benefit plans tended to be
supported by fairly high levels of employer and
employee contributions. Defined contribution
plans, by contrast, tend to rely on employee
contributions, generally with less support.
Employees with low wages rarely have money to
set aside. As a result, these pension plans tend
to result in lower retirement income. Many lowwage workers cannot even access these plans.

In this chapter, most of the data we use come from the Current Population Survey (CPS),
conducted jointly by the US Bureau of Labor Statistics and the US Census Bureau. The CPS is a national
survey, but it is possible to analyze the data for a given state. The size of the Wisconsin sample for those
with wages (roughly 2300 each year) is large enough to make statistically valid inferences about the
general population. The CPS provides information on wages, hours, industry, and occupation for individuals
who, in turn, are classified by such demographic variables as age, gender, race, and education. Sample
size can be low for specific race, education, and industrial groups. For these groups, especially Blacks
and Hispanics, the low sample size creates high volatility in the data. In charting median wages over time
throughout this chapter, we present three year moving averages (with the exception of start and finish
years which are presented without averaging).

24 Wages and Inequality

WAGE TRENDS FOR DEMOGRAPHIC GROUPS
Figure 3.3 makes the diverging labor market
fortunes of men and women clear. The past 35
years have been much better for women than
for men. For men, the median wage is down by
one dollar per hour, falling from over $21.00 in
1979 to $20.03 per hour in 2017. Men’s median
wage decline was especially pronounced in
the 1980s, with the median dropping by more
than $2.00 per hour. The median wage for men
actually grew in the late 1990s, but not enough
to completely recover from the previous losses.
Since 2000, the median wage for Wisconsin
men has hovered around $19.00 per hour, falling
around the late 2000s and coming back up a bit
in recent years.

The median wage for women charts a different
course. From 1979 to 2017, women’s median
wage grew some 28.9 percent from $13.13
to $16.92 per hour. For a full-time, year round
worker, that wage growth provides over $7500 in
additional annual income over earnings in 1979.
Wisconsin’s women, having lagged behind their
national counterparts in the 1980s, now have
closed that gap as well. Wisconsin and the US
median wage values are nearly indistinguishable
from 1997 to the present.

figure 3.3

MEDIAN HOURLY WAGES BY GENDER, WISCONSIN AND US, 1979-2017 (2017
DOLLARS)
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table 3.1

MEDIAN HOURLY WAGES BY GENDER,
RACE, AND ETHNICITY, WISCONSIN AND
US, 2000 AND 2017 (2017 DOLLARS)
2000

2017

Percent
Change

17.46

18.34

5.0%

White

18.09

19.21

6.2%

Black

14.52

16.10

10.9%

Hispanic

12.60

13.48

7.0%

19.79

20.03

1.2%

White

20.82

20.93

0.6%

Black

14.85

16.18

9.0%

Hispanic

12.73

14.33

12.6%

15.18

16.92

11.5%

White

15.36

17.51

14.0%

Black

14.39

15.97

11.0%

Hispanic

11.74

12.20

4.0%

17.46

18.26

4.6%

White

18.91

20.12

6.4%

Black

14.95

14.97

0.2%

Hispanic

13.01

14.88

14.4%

19.89

19.93

0.2%

White

21.74

22.47

3.3%

Black

15.89

15.32

-3.6%

Hispanic

13.94

15.55

11.5%

15.50

16.82

8.5%

White

16.30

18.25

12.0%

Black

14.23

14.65

2.9%

Hispanic

12.04

13.44

11.6%

WISCONSIN
All

Men

Women

UNITED STATES
All

Men

Women

COWS analysis of CPS ORG data
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Table 3.1 quantifies wage
differences by race and ethnicity in
the state. The median Black worker
in the state earned $16.10 per hour
in 2017, lagging behind Whites by
over $3.00 per hour (more on this
below). In 2017, Hispanic workers
in the state earned a median wage
of $13.48 per hour, roughly 5 dollars
per hour behind the White median.
That gap is larger among men. In
2017, the median wage of Hispanic
men was $14.33, almost $6.00 per
hour below the median for White
men ($20.93). Put another way,
Hispanic men earn roughly $1,100
less for each month of work.
The median wage for Wisconsin’s
Hispanic women was just $12.20
per hour in 2017. That wage is
roughly $5.00 less per hour than
White women’s median.

“Men’s wage advantage derives from both men’s concentration in
higher-wage industries and the higher wages they receive within
industries.“

THE GENDER GAP IN WAGES
In spite of advances in women’s wages, women
still face a considerable gender gap in pay. In
2017, Wisconsin women’s median wage of
$16.92 per hour was $3.11 per hour lower than
men’s. The ratio of the women’s median wage
to the men’s provides a consistent gauge of the
gender gap over time and is presented in Table
3.2. The 2017 ratio of wages is .84, meaning that
women earn 84 cents for every dollar that men
earn. The gap is persistent and discouraging.
Still, it has fallen over the last decades. Progress
in closing the gap has been most rapid when
men’s wages have decreased. As Figure 3.3
makes clear, the gap closed most rapidly in
the 1980s. Between 1993 and 2001, men and
women’s wages advanced at roughly the same
rate. Women’s wages have grown slightly faster
than men’s in the last 17 years which has slowly
closed the gap.

Men’s wage advantage derives from both men’s
concentration in higher-wage industries and the
higher wages they receive within industries. The
manufacturing industry provides an example.
Wisconsin men are more than twice as likely
as women to be employed in manufacturing
jobs, which in 2017 employed 30.5 percent of
men but just 13.2 percent of women. Because
manufacturing jobs pay relatively higher
wages, on that basis alone, we would expect
women to earn lower wages. But even within
manufacturing, the median wage for women is
nearly 16 percent lower than that for men. The
wage gap is the result of the gender differences
both in the distribution of workers across
industries and wage gaps within industries.

table 3.2

RATIO OF WOMEN’S MEDIAN WAGE TO MEN’S, WISCONSIN AND US, 1979-2017
1980

1990

2000

2017

Wisconsin

0.59

0.66

0.77

0.84

United States

0.63

0.74

0.78

0.84

COWS analysis of CPS ORG data
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figure 3.4

WISCONSIN WORKFORCE DISTRIBUTION BY
GENDER AND INDUSTRY, 2017
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figure 3.5

WISCONSIN GENDER WAGE GAP BY
INDUSTRY, 2017
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Figures 3.4 and 3.5 show these
two effects. Figure 3.4, recording
the distribution of employment
by gender and industry, shows
that women are concentrated in
education and health services.
Men are heavily concentrated in
manufacturing. And Figure 3.5
shows that within those industries,
women are clustered in poorerpaying jobs. In education and
health services, the industry with
the highest concentration of
women, women’s median hourly
wage was $18.03 per hour, 21
percent lower than men’s median
wage ($22.81).

figure 3.6

BLACK/WHITE WAGE
DISPARITY

The last three years show growth in wages
for both Black men and Black women. After
more than a decade with Wisconsin’s Black
wages below US medians for Black women
and men, this year we find median wages
above the national averages. Small sample
size for Blacks is evident in the volatility of the
data. Still, it is encouraging to see this trend.
In 2017, Black men’s median wage exceeded
the national by nearly $1 per hour. For Black
women in Wisconsin, recent wage increases
have put the median at more than $1.30 per
hour above the national median.

24.00
23.00

$22.47

22.00

U.S. White Men

2017 dollars

21.00
20.00

Wisconsin White Men

$20.93

19.00
18.00
17.00

U.S. Black Men

$16.18
$15.32

16.00
15.00
14.00

Wisconsin Black Men

13.00
12.00
1979

1985

1990

1995

2000

2005

2010

2017

year

19.00

$18.25

18.00

$17.51

17.00
2017 dollars

Wage disparity contributes directly to the
state’s extreme racial inequality. We show
the trends over time in Figure 3.6. While the
1980s were difficult for all workers in the state,
Blacks—and especially Black men—suffered
the worst the decade had to offer. In part,
this was due to the demise of manufacturing
in Milwaukee, which provided the core of
decent jobs for Blacks in Wisconsin. As
manufacturing in Milwaukee declined, the
Black community suffered, more so than
Whites. The downward wage trend for Blacks,
especially in the 1980s, is unmistakable. There
have been wage advances since then, but
not enough to get workers back to 1979 pay
levels.

MEDIAN WAGES BY GENDER AND RACE,
WISCONSIN AND US, 1979-2017 (2017
DOLLARS)
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Wisconsin has the regrettable distinction of
ranking among the worst states—and often the number one worst—in the nation
in terms of racial equality. In order to help shine a light on the vast chasm that
separates outcomes for Black and White people in the state, COWS released a
compilation of data in 2017. The report offers an overview of the inequities in the
state which span measures of poverty, unemployment, educational attainment,
and incarceration. The report, Wisconsin’s Extreme Racial Disparity, can be found

WISCONSIN’S EXTREME RACIAL DISPARITY
VAST CHASM SEPARATES WHITES AND AFRICAN AMERICANS IN THE STATE
JANUARY 2017

INTRODUCTION
Wisconsin has the regrettable distinction of ranking among the
worst states in the nation in terms of racial equality. Various
aspects of the disparity – from education to jobs and income to
incarceration – have been documented consistently for more than
a decade. These disparities are gaining increasing attention from
activists and policy makers. Even so, and despite considerable
local and statewide efforts to close these gaps, too few in
Wisconsin understand the way that Wisconsin’s level of racial
inequality is, in fact, dramatically more pronounced than in other
states.
In this paper, we update our 2013 report Wisconsin’s Extreme
Racial Disparity. As in that report, we provide here a range of
data from public sources to make the racial disparities in the state
clear. Brutal inequities in the state span measures of poverty,
unemployment, educational attainment, and incarceration.

Wisconsin’s racial disparity is extreme. Relatively
good outcomes for Wisconsin’s white population and worse-thannational outcomes for the African American population create a
large divide. Extreme disparity is evident across a
broad range of indicators. The gap between outcomes
for white and African American residents is not isolated to any
one area. Closing the gap will likewise require a broad focus and
multifaceted approach.

at cows.org/wisconsins-extreme-racial-disparity. An update to this report will be

Racial disparity in Wisconsin is not inevitable. Indeed,
thirty years ago the state generated much better economic
outcomes for African Americans, a population group that did
better in the state than the national average.1 Opportunities and
outcomes have diverged, however, to the disturbing chasm that
now confronts the state.

released on Martin Luther King Jr. day of 2019.

We hope that by updating this litany of disparity we can help
contribute to a sense of urgency and increased attention to these
issues. In particular, this report seeks to support and fuel the
efforts of so many who are organizing, strategizing and working to
close the gap.

Wisconsin Targets
Racial Disparity
Recent reports on racial disparity
in Wisconsin have continued to
highlight the severity of racial
inequities as well as potential
solutions for the state and
localities within it.
For more information see:
1. The Roadmap to Equity: A
Two Generation Approach to
Reducing Racial Disparities in
Dane County, by the Race to
Equity Project, 2016.
2. How Wisconsin Became the
Home of Black Incarceration, by
George Joseph for City Lab, 2016.
3. Race for Results: Wisconsin’s
Need to Reduce Racial Disparities,
by the Wisconsin Council on
Children and Families, 2014.
4. The Wisconsin Racial
Disparities Project, by Pamela E.
Oliver – Professor of Sociology at
UW-Madison, 2016.

1 For a comparison of labor market indicators between blacks and whites since
1979, see State of Working Wisconsin 2016 (http://www.cows.org/state-of-workingwisconsin-2016)
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of wage decline followed by stagnation: since
1979, wages have fallen by about 38 percent for
high school dropouts (from $ 19.29 to $11.93),
by 22 percent for high school graduates (from
$22.13 to $17.35) and 10 percent for those
with one to three years of college (from $21.47
to $19.36). In 1979, a four-year college degree
secured about 15 percent higher wages ($25.52)
than a high school degree ($22.13). In 2017,
men’s pay-off to the four-year is nearly four
times as large, providing a wage advantage of
more than $12.50 per hour over the median high
school graduates ($17.35).

EDUCATION AND WAGES
Nationally and in the state, education is
correlated with wages. From 1979 to the late
1990’s, the pay-off to college and advanced
degrees grew dramatically — median wages
rose for those with college degrees while falling
for those with fewer years of education.
Figure 3.7 makes the educational stratification
of wages in Wisconsin obvious. Among
Wisconsin men, those with four-year college
degrees or more saw their wages increase
nearly $5.00 per hour from 1979 to 2017, ending
the period with a median of $29.94 per hour.
That’s good news for one in three of the state’s
workers who have these degrees. But for the
two in three Wisconsin men without four-year
degrees or more, the picture is one of nearly

In the new millennium, wages have been
stagnant even for the group with the highest
levels of education. While the returns to
education are still substantial, they are no longer
increasing as they did in the 1990s.

figure 3.7

WISCONSIN MEDIAN WAGES BY GENDER AND EDUCATION, 1979-2017 (2017
DOLLARS)
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“Nationally and in the state, education is correlated with
wages. From 1979 to the late 1990’s, the pay-off to college and
advanced degrees grew dramatically — median wages rose
for those with college degrees while falling for those with fewer
years of education.“

Wage trends are consistently more positive for
women and increasing returns to education are
evident as well. Women with four-year college
degrees or more posted median increases of
nearly $7.50 per hour from 1979 to 2017 (wages
rose from $17.63 to $24.95). Wage increases for
these women were concentrated in the 1990s.
For the two in three working women in the state
without a bachelor’s or higher levels of education,
wage trends are decidedly less positive. Wages
have increased slowly for women high school
graduates over 1979-2017, making it to $12.67
per hour in 2017—pay that can barely keep a
family out of poverty. High school dropouts fare
even worse, with median wages of $9.92 per
hour in 2017. Women with some college have
fared slightly better with a median of $15.15
per hour. The pay-off to education for women
is strong—with a four year degree or more,
the median wage for women is 12 dollars per
hour more than the median for workers with no
degree higher than a high school degree.

THE POWER OF WISCONSIN’S
TECHNICAL COLLEGES
The strength of Wisconsin’s technical college
system is made clear by Figure 3.8 and Table
3.3. Here, we provide more details on the
underlying makeup of the “some college”
category used in the previous section.2 The
“some college” category can actually be broken
into three groups: (1) those who have attended
some amount of college at any postsecondary
institution but never completed a degree; (2)
those who have completed an associate (AA)
degree in an occupational or vocational area; and
(3) those who have completed an academic AA
degree. (The academic AA is used to transfer
into a four-year degree program.) These divisions
make some very important distinctions among
the “some college” group.

2 Data with specifics on the “some college” category is available
starting in 1992, so we start the series in Figure 3.8 that year.
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figure 3.8
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table 3.3

MEDIAN WAGES AND SHARE OF
WORKFORCE BY EDUCATION, WISCONSIN
AND US, 2017
Wisconsin

United
States

Less than High School

$11.16

$11.80

High School

$15.23

$14.97

Some College, No Degree

$15.97

$14.99

~~Occupational/ Vocational

$18.65

$17.95

~~Academic

$17.87

$17.88

Bachelor's Degree or Higher

$26.39

$28.25

Less than High School

4.50%

7.30%

High School

29.50%

26.39%

Some College, No Degree

17.64%

18.40%

~~Occupational/ Vocational

9.01%

4.47%

~~Academic

6.27%

6.36%

33.08%

37.08%

Occupational/ Vocational

58.95%

41.28%

Academic

41.05%

58.72%

Wage

Associate Degree

Share

Associate Degree

Bachelor's Degree or Higher
Share within Associate Degrees

COWS analysis of CPS ORG data
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Both nationally and in the state,
getting some time at college
without completing a degree has
little pay-off for workers. Those
with some college but no degree
earn only slightly more ($15.40 per
hour) than those with no education
beyond high school ($14.69 per
hour). The real wage pay-off in the
“some college” group is reserved
for those who complete associate
degrees.
Wisconsin’s associate degrees,
especially occupational associate
degrees, offer a very strong payoff for workers. The median
wage for Wisconsin workers with
occupational associate degrees
was $18.65 (which is higher than
the $17.95 national median for
this group). Academic associate
degrees also pay off for Wisconsin
workers, but slightly less. The
state’s median for academic AAs is
$17.87 per hour.
Finally, and perhaps most
importantly, almost 10 percent
of Wisconsin’s workers hold an
occupational AA degree— twice
the national share. Wisconsin’s
technical college system produces
substantially more occupational
associate degrees than other
states, and those degrees produce
strong wages for workers in the
state.

WAGES BY INDUSTRY AND
OCCUPATION
Industry and occupation have a powerful
influence on wages for Wisconsin workers,
which Table 3.4 makes clear. Industry and
occupation are closely related, but they offer
distinct ways of looking at the labor force.
“Industry” groups employers in terms of their
products and services. For example, “leisure
and hospitality” includes all workers who are
employed by hotels, motels, restaurants, and
other similar establishments. The industry
includes everyone from hotel managers to
wait staff at local restaurants. “Occupation”
groups workers together on the basis of the
sort of work they do, regardless of industry.
For example, “office and administrative
support occupations” can be found in
all industries, as manufacturing plants,
hospitals, hotels, and schools all employ
administrative and office workers.
Beginning with industry, Wisconsin’s highest
paying industry is the construction sector
with an hourly median wage of $23.22.
The median wage for the public sector
is just behind, with an hourly median of
$23.12. At the other extreme, leisure and
hospitality ($10.88 per hour) and wholesale
and retail trade ($14.76) offer the state’s
lowest median wages. These industries are
dominated by very low paying jobs, often
with only seasonal demand.
Turning to occupation—the work that people
do—we find significant wage disparity again.
Wisconsin’s highest paying jobs are found
in management ($26.30) and professional
occupations ($25.13). The state’s lowest
paying occupations include service
occupations ($11.79) and farming ($12.20).
Offering slightly higher wages, sales
($14.63), transportation ($15.23), and office
work ($16.07) are key occupations as well.

table 3.4

WISCONSIN MEDIAN WAGES BY
INDUSTRY AND OCCUPATION, 2017
(2017 DOLLARS)
Median
Wage
Industry
Agriculture & Natural Resources

$15.17

Construction

$23.22

Manufacturing

$19.08

Wholesale and Retail Trade

$14.76

Transportation and Utilities

$19.83

Information

$20.54

Financial Activities

$21.66

Professional & Business Services

$20.19

Educational and Health Services

$18.92

Leisure and Hospitality

$10.88

Other Services

$15.33

Public Administration and Armed
Forces

$23.12

Occupation
Management, Business, and
Financial Occupations

$26.30

Professional and Related
Occupations

$25.13

Service Occupations

$11.79

Sales and Related Occupations

$14.63

Office and Administrative Support
Occupations

$16.07

Farming, Fishing, and Forestry
Occupations

$12.20

Construction and Extraction
Occupations

$23.17

Installation, Maintainance, and Repair
Occupations

$20.97

Production Occupations

$16.90

Transportation and Material Moving
Occupations

$15.23

COWS analysis of CPS ORG data
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UNIONS AND WAGES IN WISCONSIN
at least 51 percent of all members of the unit,
whether or not all members of the unit vote.
(This standard far exceeds the norm in political
and labor elections of winning on the basis of
the votes actually cast.)

Unions have played a critical role in Wisconsin’s
economic history, helping secure better wages
and working conditions for their members and
for workers throughout the state. Since the
2011 passage of Act 10 (which restructured and
reduced the powers of public sector unions)
and “right-to-work” legislation (which makes
private sector union organizing more difficult),
the state’s long pro-union history has been
undermined. As a result of Act 10, public-sector
unions in Wisconsin can no longer bargain
over any issue other than wages—not safety
or working conditions, nor benefits. Further, in
negotiations, bargained wage increases cannot
exceed the rate of inflation. Union employers are
not allowed to collect union dues in paychecks,
even when a signed card states a worker’s
interest in such collection. Additionally, every
public-sector bargaining unit is required to
annually recertify the unit through an election
in which the union must receive votes from

The effect of this array of restrictions and rules
around public sector collective bargaining has
been dramatic. Many unions have not even
attempted to recertify under these terms, and
public-sector union membership is falling. The
decline in public sector unions is clear in Figure
3.9. From a unionization rate of more than 50
percent in the public sector, union coverage has
fallen to 19 percent. It is reasonable to expect
that, without policy change, Wisconsin’s public
sector unionization rate will fall further in the
upcoming years.
Overall unionization both in Wisconsin and the
US declined dramatically over the last 30 years
even before the state’s anti-union legislation.

figure 3.9
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figure 3.10
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The share of workers in unions (both public and
private sector) fell from 24 percent in the early
1980s to just eight percent today (Figure 3.9). As
in the rest of the country, the long-term decline
has been driven by the abrupt fall in privatesector unionization; in the state, only 6.7 percent
of private-sector workers belong to a union.
The decline in unions contributes to the decline
in wages documented in this chapter, as union
members earn higher wages than their nonunion counterparts, both in the private and in the
public sector (Figure 3.10). Further, unionization
has a positive effect on non-union workers’
wages. When union membership is higher, even
non-union employers need to pay something
approaching the union rate to attract and keep
skilled workers.

But these positive effects on wages occur only if
unions have a sufficient share of the workforce
organized. As membership declines, unions’
ability to deliver wages for their members and to
generate positive “spillover” effects to nonunion
workers wanes as well. The positive effects
of unionization decline dramatically as union
density declines. The loss of union power in
recent decades has had a negative impact on
Wisconsin workers, whether they are unionized
or not. Long-term decline in Wisconsin’s unions
is one important reason why wages have hardly
improved in the last quarter century, in spite of
the sustained increase in workers’ productivity
over that period.
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4

POVERTY-WAGE
JOBS

In this chapter, we shift
our focus to the bottom of
Wisconsin’s labor market and

consider poverty-wage jobs. Nearly one of every five
Wisconsin workers toils in a job that pays very low
wages. These are jobs in which workers too often
do not make enough to cover basic expenses. Some
workers cannot secure the hours of work they need;
many go without health insurance and forego saving
for retirement. Health care workers go without health
insurance. Food service workers rely on food pantries.
The stress in these jobs can be overwhelming.
In this chapter, we describe the workers and jobs in
Wisconsin’s low-wage labor market. We also discuss
the real costs of living that everyone in this state faces
and consider the prospects for making ends meet. We
detail some of the changes that have negative impact
on job quality: the shift from manufacturing to services
and declining unionization. Raising the state’s minimum
wage is one concrete policy to increase compensation
in low-wage jobs. Twenty-nine states have minimum
wages above the federal minimum of $7.25 per hour.
Wisconsin is not among them.

Poverty-Wage Jobs

FAST FACTS

18.22%

Share of WI workers earning
poverty wages, 2017

29.48%

Share of WI black workers in
poverty wage jobs, 2017

29 years
Median age of WI workers in
poverty-wage jobs, 2016

POVERTY-WAGE WISCONSIN
Poverty-wage work is widespread in Wisconsin.
More than 675,000 Wisconsin workers, or
roughly one of every five workers in the state,
earn wages below the poverty-wage threshold
of $11.95 per hour. Below this wage a worker
cannot keep a family of four (two adults, two
children) out of poverty, even with full-time,
year-round work. The median age of a povertywage worker in Wisconsin is 29 years. The
majority of poverty wage workers in the state
have completed high school. In recent years, the
share earning poverty wages has been falling
slightly, offering evidence that economic growth
has helped at the lower end of the labor market.
Wages are not the only problem in poverty-wage
jobs. Poverty-wage jobs also tend to offer very
few benefits and low and unpredictable hours of
work. Work schedules are perhaps as difficult as
wages for many workers. In these jobs, work is
often formally or functionally part-time. Offering
limited and volatile hours, jobs simply cannot
be relied upon to produce a sufficient or even

predictable income. Increasing reliance on justin-time scheduling contributes to this problem
as companies adjust work hours in response to
customer demand. Bad weather or bad traffic
can be enough to send workers home mid-shift.
With irregular and fluctuating hours, a second
job — a traditional strategy for dealing with low
wages — is even harder to manage (especially
if both jobs post schedules just days before
the week begins). Child care is very difficult to
schedule.
Access to benefits, especially health insurance,
is another significant problem in these jobs.
COWS’ 2017 report When Work is not Enough
showed that roughly half of workers in povertywage jobs obtained no health insurance benefits
from their employers. In jobs above the povertywage threshold, almost 80 percent of workers
received health insurance from their employer.
Sick leave, pensions, and other benefits are all
much less common in poverty-wage work as
well.

DEFINING “POVERTY WAGE” JOBS
We define poverty-wage jobs as those paying a wage that is insufficient to lift a full-time (40 hours per
week), year-round (52 weeks a year) worker above the poverty line for a family of four with two children.
In 2017 dollars, the “poverty wage” threshold is $11.95 an hour.
Workers with full-time employment for the entire year earning $11.95 per hour would make annual
income of $24,856 (the poverty line for a family of four). Of course, this definition of “poverty wage job”
is somewhat arbitrary. Not all workers who earn “poverty wages” are actually living in poverty and not
all workers earning higher wages are out of poverty. This is because “poverty” has to do with all sources
of income and family size.
We use the poverty wage threshold to analyze job quality in the state’s labor market. This is a measure
of job quality not income status.
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percent) of bachelor degree holders between
25 and 64 years old work in “good-wage”
jobs (jobs paying above the state median of
$18.05). At the same time, six percent of these
college-degreed workers earn less than $11.95
per hour. Of workers that hold an associates
degree, eight percent earn poverty wages. While
our workforce is substantially more educated
today than it was 35 years ago, the chance of
working in a poverty-wage job has fallen just
slightly (down to 18 percent from 21 percent in
1979). Education generally pays off for workers,
but the increasing education of the Wisconsin
workforce has not substantially changed the
prevalence of poverty-wage jobs.

Is education the problem?
Low education is an attractive and simple
explanation of the poverty-wage job problem.
But it is not the complete explanation. Nine
out of ten poverty-wage workers in Wisconsin
completed high school, and more than half have
some college experience. So while it is generally
true that greater levels of education lead to
higher wages, some workers hold poverty-wage
jobs despite years of education or even college
degrees.
Figure 4.1 shows the distribution of jobs in
the Wisconsin economy across poverty-, low-,
and good-wage jobs. The vast majority (89

figure 4.1
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WAGE INEQUALITY:
THE TOP SURGES WHILE THE MIDDLE AND BOTTOM STRUGGLE
As we pointed out in the previous chapter, wage stagnation and the prevalence of poverty-wage work
are rooted in the great divergence that has opened, leaving workers out of the growth of the American
economy. We know that over the past 40 years, like their national counterparts, Wisconsin workers
have become far more productive. Yet pay has not kept pace. Wages are growing rapidly at the very
top of the income distribution but wages are only growing slowly at the middle and bottom of the labor
market.
Table 4.1 below makes the divergence of wages clear. Wisconsin’s workers at the top tenth of the wage
disctribution have seen wages grow by 25 percent since 1979 – wage growth that far outpaces growth
for other less well off workers in the state. Wisconsin’s median worker has seen real wages increase
by just 5.5 percent since 1979. Workers in the bottom tenth of the wage distribution in Wisconsin are
making only 4.4 percent more than they did in 1979.
table 4.1

WAGES IN WISCONSIN BY DECILE BY YEAR (IN 2017 DOLLARS)
10th
percentile

30th
percentile

50th
percentile
(Median)

70th
percentile

90th
percentile

1979

$9.51

$12.93

$17.44

$23.08

$31.20

1989

$7.79

$11.63

$15.78

$21.79

$31.99

1995

$8.31

$11.98

$16.22

$21.77

$32.74

2000

$10.10

$14.02

$17.39

$23.40

$35.66

2007

$9.54

$13.63

$17.87

$24.09

$36.88

2017

$9.93

$14.05

$18.40

$24.88

$38.99

Cumulative
Change 20072017

4.1%

3.1%

3.0%

3.3%

5.7%

Cumulative
Change 1979-2017

4.4%

8.7%

5.5%

7.8%

25.0%
EPI analysis of CPS data
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Table 4.2 provides some important data on the
changing context of Wisconsin’s economy from
1979 to 2017. It makes clear the shift away from
manufacturing and with it the declining influence
of unions. Both of these changes undermine job
quality. Wisconsin is still a manufacturing state,
with a higher percentage of manufacturing jobs
than its Midwest neighbors. But even so, we are
less defined by manufacturing than in the past.
In 2017, one in five Wisconsin workers worked
in manufacturing down from one in three in
1979. Service sector jobs, which pay less on

average, have risen from 26 percent of all jobs
in 1979 to 43 percent in 2017. One reason there
are so many low-wage service sector jobs, and
why service sector jobs on average pay less
than manufacturing, is the lesser presence of
unions in the service sector. But declining union
strength is also evident in manufacturing. While
the median wage in manufacturing was 21
percent higher than the overall median in 1979,
that premium had slipped to only four percent in
2017.

table 4.2

DECLINING ECONOMIC PROSPECTS FOR WISCONSIN WORKERS
1979
or closest available

2017
or most recent available

Median Wage (2017 dollars)

$17.33

$18.34

Manufacturing share of total jobs (%)

33.6%

22.1%

$20.29

$19.08

117%

104%

26.3%

43.3%

Service median wage (2017 dollars)

$12.15

$17.71

as % of median wage in WI (%)

70.11%

96.56%

Share of workers in unions (%)*

23.8%

8.3%

Share of workers in poverty-wage jobs
(<$11.95/hour, 2017 dollars) (%)

20.81%

18.22%

Minimum wage (2017 dollars)**

$8.84

$7.25

Manufacturing median wage (2017
dollars)
as % of median wage in WI (%)
Service share of total jobs (%)

COWS calculations from CPS data provided by the EPI
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POVERTY WAGE JOBS: RACE, GENDER, AND
EDUCATION OVER TIME
Workers who earn lower wages are also more
likely to hold poverty wage jobs. Poverty-wage
jobs are held disproportionately by women,
people of color, and workers with lower levels
of education. To have a more complete picture
of the inequalities embedded in the lower part
of the wage distribution, Table 4.3 shows the
incidence of poverty-wage jobs among different
educational as well as racial and gender
groups over time, starting in 1979. The last two
columns in the table show the changes since
1979, and since 1990.

Two facts stand out from the table. First,
workers without any college education are
increasingly likely to work in poverty-wage jobs.
This trend is even clearer for Wisconsin workers
without a high school degree, for whom the
chances of earning poverty wages have doubled
since 1979. Over half of high school dropouts
and more than one-in-four of HS graduates
held poverty-wage jobs in 2017. Second, the
table shows that Black workers have been
hit particularly hard: the share of Black men
working for poverty-level wages in 2017 was
almost double what it was in 1979. The share
of Black women working poverty wage jobs has
also increased by 41 percent since 1979, with
more than one-in-three Black women working
for poverty-level wages in 2017.

table 4.3

SHARE OF WISCONSIN WORKERS EARNING POVERTY WAGES (%)
Percent Change
1979-2017
1990-2017

1979

1990

2000

2007

2017

All Workers

20.8

29.0

19.2

21.6

18.2

-12.5%

-37.2%

Full-time Workers

12.9

20.6

13.8

14.8

11.0

-14.9%

-46.5%

White Men

10.0

17.2

11.6

15.7

11.6

15.6%

-32.7%

Black Men

11.9

36.1

23.6

19.0

22.8

91.1%

-36.8%

White Women

34.7

40.3

23.6

24.6

19.8

-42.9%

-50.9%

Black Women

25.2

45.6

31.9

37.6

35.6

41.2%

-22.0%

No High School Degree

27.0

46.7

48.2

54.7

53.9

99.6%

15.4%

High School Degree

23.5

32.5

21.1

26.8

27.5

17.2%

-15.5%

Some College

22.2

33.0

19.4

22.2

17.3

-22.0%

-47.6%

Bachelor's or Higher

6.4

11.5

6.4

8.0

6.0

-6.6%

-47.9%

BY RACE AND GENDER

BY EDUCATION

COWS calculations from CPS data provided by the EPI
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figure 4.2

SHARE OF WISCONSIN WORKERS EARNING POVERTY WAGES (1979-2017)
(WAGES LESS THAN $11.56/HOUR, 2015 DOLLARS)
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The evolution of racial and gender differences
in the chances of landing a poverty-wage job
are clear in Figure 4.2. The volatility of trends
for the Black population is apparent (this results
from the small sample size). However, negative
trends for Black women and men across the
1990s are also quite evident. The 21st century
shows some improvement for Black workers
and perhaps especially noteworthy, the share of
Black men earning poverty wages appears to be
dropping.

WORKING AT THE WAGE
FLOOR: WISCONSIN
WORKERS AND JOBS
The infographic on the following pages shows
the workers who are employed in poverty-wage
jobs (details can be found in the appendix,
Table A4.1). Roughly one-in-five workers in the
state hold poverty wage jobs. Groups that face
greater economic disadvantage are more likely
to hold poverty-wage jobs. About 30 percent of
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COWS analysis of CPS ORG data

women are in poverty-wage jobs, compared with
just 21 percent of their male counterparts. Black
and Hispanic workers are much more likely to
hold poverty wage jobs (41 percent hold poverty
wage jobs in both groups). Young workers (ages
18-25) are also significantly more likely to work
poverty-wage jobs.
The median poverty-wage worker in Wisconsin
is 29 years old, however, over 63 percent of
poverty-wage workers are 25 years or older.
Just 10 percent of poverty-wage workers have
not completed high school, 97 percent of them
speak English, and more than one in five have at
least an associate degree.
Many workers in these jobs work year-round.
More than two-in-three poverty-wage workers
worked at least 50 weeks, and about 80 percent
of them worked for at least 40 weeks. Finally,
about 12 percent of workers employed in
poverty-wage jobs don’t have access to health
insurance.

“Just three sectors are responsible for over one third of povertywage jobs in Wisconsin: long term care (care jobs often working
with seniors in nursing homes and in their homes), retail, and food
service. Taken together, these three sectors account for about
260,000 of the state’s 675,000 poverty-wage jobs.”

Just three sectors are responsible for over
one third of poverty-wage jobs in Wisconsin:
long term care (care jobs often working with
seniors in nursing homes and in their homes),
retail, and food service. Taken together, these
three sectors account for about 260,000 of the
state’s 675,000 poverty-wage jobs. Roughly 60
percent of jobs in food service pay poverty-level
wages. The same is true for almost 50 percent
of retail jobs and 40 percent of long term care
jobs. As a comparison, less than 16 percent of
manufacturing jobs fall in this category.

The median retail worker earns $12.38 per
hour, well short of what the median worker in
the state earns. With almost half of its frontline
workforce earning poverty-wage jobs, the sector
adds about 110,000 workers to this category in
the state. Similar to food service, one out of five
retail workers is non-white. However, the median
worker is a bit older: 34 years old versus 28
years old for food service. Half of the workers in
this sector work at least 40 hours per week, and
75 percent of them work at least 50 weeks per
year.

Important features of these sectors are
summarized in the infographic. Food and
entertainment jobs, with almost 200,000
frontline workers, pay a median hourly wage
of $10.33 per hour (a little more than half
the median wage in the state). The sector is
responsible for 105,000 poverty-wage jobs
in Wisconsin, which is almost two-thirds of
frontline workers in the sector. The sector is
relatively diverse and young.

Long-term care employs workers who support
and assist the elderly in their own homes and in
nursing homes and other residential facilities.
The median wage for these workers, providing
intimate and necessary care throughout the
state, is just $13.20 per hour. Over 40 percent
of these care workers, almost 40,000, work in
poverty-wage jobs. Long-term care and home
health workers are mostly women. Workers in
this sector are older (the median age is 40) and
more educated than other low wage sectors
(two out of three long term care workers have at
least some college education).
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WORKING AT THE WAGE FLOOR: WISCONSIN WORKERS…

DE FI N I N G JO B QUALITY

$11.95
AN HOUR

Wage required for a full-time/year-round worker to keep a
family of four out of poverty..

1 in 5 workers
hold poverty-wage jobs

poverty-wage jobs
pay $11.55/hr or less

better jobs
pay $11.56/hr or more

Poverty-Wage
Workers

Non-Poverty-Wage
Workers

hours worked per week

demographics of
poverty-wage workers
Share of workers in poverty-wage jobs for
key demographic groups

22%

of white workers

41%

of black workers

41%

of hispanic workers

40

38

median hourly wage
$22.01

$8.24

source of health insurance
54%

employer/union

80%

21%

publicly funded

6%

12% private purchase

9%

12%

4%

no insurance

…AND WHERE THE JOBS ARE

250,000

poverty-wage workers work in these 3 sectors.

F O O D S ERVICE

RE TAIL

LONG-TE RM CA RE

$

median wage

median wage

median wage

$10.33/hr

$12.38/hr

$13.20/hr

# of poverty-wage
Workers

# of poverty-wage
Workers

# of poverty-wage
Workers

58%

46%

41%

105,000

of workers earn
poverty wages

106,000

of workers earn
poverty wages

39,000

of workers earn
poverty wages

figure 4.3

HOURLY WAGE REQUIRED TO MEET
COST OF LIVING IN THE MILWAUKEE/
WAUKESHA/WEST ALLIS METRO
AREAS, BY FAMILY STRUCTURE

$28.04

1 earner
1 child (4 yrs)

$42.68

1 earner
3 children (4, 8, 12 yrs)

$19.92

2 earners
2 children (4, 8 yrs)

$23.20

2 earners
3 children (4, 8, 12 yrs)

EPI’s Family Budget Calculator
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HOW MUCH
DOES IT REALLY
TAKE TO LIVE IN
WISCONSIN?
Researchers broadly agree that
the federal poverty threshold,
which was developed in the 1960s
and has simply been adjusted for
inflation since then, is an inadequate
measure of what it actually takes a
typical family to survive today.
The Family Budget Calculator,
developed by the Economic Policy
Institute (EPI), yields locationspecific estimates of the level of
family income required to attain
a secure, yet modest standard
of living. It incorporates local
costs of housing, food, childcare,
transportation, health care, taxes,
and other necessities, and provides
economic security thresholds for
six different family types, localized
to 615 communities throughout the
United States.
The Family Budget Calculator
contains budget thresholds for
specific families in metropolitian
areas across Wisconsin. In Madison
or Milwaukee, for example, a oneadult, one child family would need
an annual income of $63,510 or
$58,328, respectively, to meet the
family budget threshold. If there is
only one earner in that family, that
worker needs to earn an hourly wage
of $30.53 or $28.04, respectively. In
Janesville/Beloit, by contrast, the
same family would only need an
annual income of $52,891 to meet
the threshold.

Family structure has a much greater impact
on required wages than does region. Figure 4.3
makes this clear. If a family has just one earner,
and has children that require child care, the
hourly wage required to make ends meet can
be quite high -- $28 per hour for one child and
$43 per hour for three children. If the family has
two earners, however, wages around $20 per
hour (for both workers) can secure a minimal
standard of living.

EPI’s Family Budget Calculator is an aspirational
measure, not a marker of outright destitution.
For example, it assumes that all families will
be able to own one car. Yet it does not assume
any expenses for television or internet service,
nor any savings whatsoever. Even in the best
of economic times, many workers will not earn
enough to reach this level of economic security,
but it is instructive to see just how many
workers in Wisconsin are below it. Note that
the state’s median wage actually falls below the
hourly wage that is required according to these
Family Budgets.

“EPI’s Family Budget Calculator is an aspirational measure, not
a marker of outright destitution. It assumes that all families will
be able to own one car. Yet it does not assume any expenses for
television or internet service, nor any savings whatsoever. Even in
the best of economic times, many workers will not earn enough
to reach this level of economic security, but it is instructive to see
just how many workers in Wisconsin are below it.”
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table 4.4

ANNUAL BASIC BUDGET FOR WISCONSIN FAMILIES IN DIFFERENT AREAS OF THE
STATE (2017 DOLLARS)

1 parent, 1 child
Area

1 parent, 3
2 parents, 2
2 parents, 3
children (if parent children (if both children (if both

(if parent works fullworks full-year, full- parents work fullyear, full-time)
time)
year, full-time)

parents work fullyear, full-time)

Appleton metro area
Total monthly expenses
Total annual basic budget
Hourly wage required (with fulltime, year-round work)
Douglas County
Total monthly expenses
Total annual basic budget
Hourly wage required (with fulltime, year-round work)
Eau Claire metro area
Total monthly expenses
Total annual basic budget
Hourly wage required (with fulltime, year-round work)
Fond du Lac metro area
Total monthly expenses
Total annual basic budget
Hourly wage required (with fulltime, year-round work)
Green Bay metro area
Total monthly expenses
Total annual basic budget
HourlyEPI’s
wage
required (with fullFamily Budget Calculator
time, year-round work)
Janesville/Beloit metro area
Total monthly expenses
Total annual basic budget
Hourly wage required (with fulltime, year-round work)
Kenosha County metro area
Total monthly expenses
Total annual basic budget
Hourly wage required (with fulltime, year-round work)
La Crosse/Onalaska metro area
Total monthly expenses
Total annual basic budget
Hourly wage required (with fulltime, year-round work)
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4,799
57,587

7,552
90,630

6,789
81,474

8,153
97,836

27.69

43.57

19.59

23.52

4,940
59,286

7,626
91,515

7,097
85,163

8,275
99,303

28.50

44.00

20.47

23.87

4,625
55,496

7,206
86,469

6,704
80,447

7,899
94,786

26.68

41.57

19.34

22.79

4,496
53,949

6,831
81,969

6,397
76,765

7,457
89,486

25.94

39.41

18.45

21.51

4,707
56,480

7,332
87,989

6,715
80,582

7,993
95,915

27.15

42.30

19.37

23.06

4,408
52,891

6,627
79,528

6,174
74,091

7,200
86,400

25.43

38.23

17.81

20.77

4,949
59,393

7,649
91,784

7,007
84,080

8,268
99,210

28.55

44.13

20.21

23.85

4,825
57,897

7,601
91,216

6,953
83,437

8,269
99,232

27.84

43.85

20.06

23.85

table 4.4, continued

ANNUAL BASIC BUDGET FOR WISCONSIN FAMILIES IN DIFFERENT AREAS OF THE
STATE (2017 DOLLARS)
Madison metro area
Total monthly expenses
Total annual basic budget
Hourly wage required (with fulltime, year-round work)
Milwaukee/Waukesha/West
Allis metro area
Total monthly expenses
Total annual basic budget
Hourly wage required (with fulltime, year-round work)
Oshkosh/Neenah metro area
Total monthly expenses
Total annual basic budget
Hourly wage required (with fulltime, year-round work)
St. Croix County
Total monthly expenses
Total annual basic budget
Hourly wage required (with fulltime, year-round work)
Racine metro area
Total monthly expenses
Total annual basic budget
Hourly wage required (with fulltime, year-round work)
Sheboygan metro area
Total monthly expenses
Total annual basic budget
Hourly wage required (with fulltime, year-round work)
Wausau metro area
Total monthly expenses
Total annual basic budget
Hourly wage required (with fulltime, year-round work)

5,292
63,510

8,415
100,975

7,357
88,283

8,850
106,197

30.53

48.55

21.22

25.53

4,861
58,328

7,398
88,771

6,906
82,877

8,042
96,510

28.04

42.68

19.92

23.20

4,577

7,099

6,638

7,784

54,930

85,189

79,659

93,406

26.41

40.96

19.15

22.45

5,576
66,910

8,852
106,221

7,814
93,772

9,431
113,167

32.17

51.07

22.54

27.20

4,693
56,314

7,289
87,463

6,737
80,845

7,943
95,322

27.07

42.05

19.43

22.91

4,534
54,405

6,767
81,201

6,475
77,694

7,472
89,665

26.16

39.04

18.68

21.55

4,681
56,174

6,948
83,373

6,608
79,295

7,614
91,367

27.01

40.08

19.06

21.96
EPI’s Family Budget Calculator
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5

INCOME &
POVERTY

In this chapter, we focus on
family income. We consider what is

happening to family income at the median and we
consider families with very low income – families in
poverty.
Family income is the total amount of money that
comes from all family members and from all
sources including wages, rents, and investment
returns. For working families, most income is earned
at work. This chapter focuses on income data for
Wisconsin families, how these have changed in
recent years, and how they compare to national
trends. Trends in median income are an indicator
of the living standards and well-being of families in
the middle of the income distribution of the state.
Families with income insufficient to cover the
costs of basic needs are considered to be “poor,”
and their income falls below the federal poverty
threshold. Poverty rates help see problems at the
bottom of Wisconsin’s income distribution. With
both income and poverty, this chapter describes the
living standards at the middle and the bottom of
Wisconsin’s income distribution.

Income & Poverty

FAST FACTS

$9,705

Increase in WI median for
four-person family income from
2010 to 2016, 2016 dollars

17.3%

Share of children in WI who live
in poverty, 2016

11.1%

Share of all Wisconsinites who
live in poverty, 2016

In the last two years, income is up for
Wisconsin families. The long shadow of the
Great Recession has finally lifted as median
income has recovered to levels comparable the
historic highs of the early 2000s. This picture is
partially consistent with the story from previous
chapters. While real wages have not increased
by much, jobs have certainly expanded in the
state and more people are working. Some
workers are getting more income even when
wages are stagnant simply by securing more
hours of work. Some families have more income
because two workers have solid jobs.

Four-person Family Income
Recovers in Wisconsin
Figure 5.1 and Table 5.1 show median income
data for four-person families from 1980 to
2016, (as we do throughout the report, all data
are adjusted for inflation). For more than two
decades, Wisconsin median incomes have been
higher than the national level, and both trends
have roughly followed the same trajectory. In
2016, Wisconsin’s four-person median income
($93,500) exceeded the national ($86,877)
by a little over $6,000. Although every year is
different, the Wisconsin income advantage has
grown slightly over the last ten years.

But while this is a good trend for the median
family, the struggle to make ends for poor
families in Wisconsin remains acute. For them,
stagnant wages and unstable jobs are forcing
painful choices among necessities like food,
rent, and health care. In 2016, 11 percent of
Wisconsin residents and more than 17 percent
of Wisconsin children lived in poverty. Just
getting a job is not enough to overcome the
problem. As we saw in the previous chapter, a
quarter of Wisconsinites who live in households
with a steady commitment to work do not earn
enough to comfortably support their families.

Growth in income since 2012 appears strong
and steady. Wisconsin’s median income for fourperson families grew by nearly $10,000 over
2010-16. Further, at $93,500, the 2016 median
income for a family of four was the highest on
record, surpassing by just $500 the previous
high in the state established in 2000.

figure 5.1

MEDIAN FOUR-PERSON FAMILY INCOME, WISCONSIN AND US, 1980-2016
$95,000

$93,500

$90,000

$85,214

$85,000
$80,000
$75,000
$70,000

United States

2016

2014

2012

2010

2008

2006

2004

2002

2000

1998

1996

1994

1992

1990

1988

1986

1984

1982

$60,000

1980

$65,000

Wisconsin
EPI analysis of CPS and ACS data, data series change from CPS to ACS in 2004-2005
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Like Wisconsin, other states in the Midwest
experienced slow income growth in the 1980s,
and surging growth in the 1990s (Table 5.1).
Iowa was hit the hardest during the 1980s,
while Wisconsin, Michigan, Ohio, Minnesota,
and Illinois fared better. In the 1990s, these
same states posted growth rates significantly
higher than national growth. Four-person family
income in Wisconsin, Illinois, and Indiana grew
more slowly than other states in the Midwest,
although they still grew faster than the national
rate.

The years since 2000 have reduced family
income throughout the Midwest. The recovery
of the last two years has helped, but the
scarring effects of the previous decline are
still hard-felt. Michigan and Indiana remain far
below the median income level of 2000. Iowa
and Minnesota, in particular, have had a strong
showing with growth since 2000 of more than
$10,000 and $7,000 respectively. Wisconsin’s
losses were not as severe as those in many
neighboring states and our recovery has been
slightly ahead most neighbors.

table 5.1

MEDIAN INCOME FOR FOUR-PERSON FAMILIES, WISCONSIN, US, AND PEER
STATES, 1980-2016 (2016 DOLLARS)
Change
1980

1990

2000

2010

2016

19801990

19902000

20002010

20002016

20102016

Wisconsin

$69,473

$76,876

$93,003

$83,795

$93,500

$7,403

$16,126

-$9,208

$497

$9,705

US

$67,482

$73,795

$86,735

$80,107

$86,877

$6,313

$12,940

-$6,628

$142

$6,770

Illinois

$72,668

$78,724

$94,943

$87,050

$94,472

$6,056

$16,218

-$7,893

-$471

$7,422

Indiana

$66,680

$70,677

$86,527

$74,084

$79,296

$3,997

$15,850

-$12,443

-$7,231

$5,212

Iowa

$67,238

$67,811

$80,731

$79,520

$91,006

$573

$12,920

-$1,212

$10,275

$11,486

Michigan

$70,283

$77,523

$95,811

$77,321

$87,070

$7,240

$18,289

-$18,490

-$8,741

$9,749

Minnesota

$70,427

$76,608

$98,338

$92,749

$105,651

$6,180

$21,731

-$5,589

$7,313

$12,902

Ohio

$69,052

$76,234

$86,767

$77,720

$83,515

$7,182

$10,533

-$9,047

-$3,252

$5,795

EPI analysis of CPS and ACS data, data series change from CPS to ACS in 2004-2005
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HOUSEHOLD INCOME
LOWER THAN FAMILY; NOT
YET BACK TO 2000
We turn now to household income. “Household”
data include families living together, single
person households, and housing units where
unrelated people share a residence. Household
income is much lower than four person family
income for a number of reasons. Single
individuals often have less income than families
with multiple earners. Older retired people with
fixed incomes have lower incomes than four
person families as well. “Family” is a narrow
definition referring to the co-residence of two
or more related individuals, and “four-person
families” are a subset of the family category. In
general, “four-person families” have two adults
in the unit and their income is higher because
of the greater hours of work that they commit
to the labor market. We include data for both
four-person families (with the highest median
income) and households (with lower income) to
get a sense of distribution of income increases
in the Wisconsin economy.

Figure 5.2 shows changes in both four-person
family incomes and household incomes. From
between 2000 to 2010, income declined for
both families and households. But since 2010,
income gains appear to be concentrated on
four person families. In those families where
two adults at work often contribute to the total
family income, we see income has grown faster
in Wisconsin than the rest of the nation ($9,705
versus $6,770). Considering all households,
however, median income in the state is growing
slower than the rest of the nation ($4,387 versus
$4,792). So the good news in income growth
has not reached broadly. Wisconsin household
income is lower than four-person family income:
$59,817 for households compared to $93,500
for four-person families. And household median
income in Wisconsin remains $3,028 below the
2000 benchmark.

figure 5.2

CHANGES IN MEDIAN INCOME BY DECADE (2016 DOLLARS)
Four-Person Families

Households

$15,000.00
$9,705.00

$10,000.00
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$-

$4,000.00
$2,000.00
$-

change 2000-2010

change 2000-2010
change 2010-2016

$(2,000.00)
change 2010-2016

$(5,000.00)
$(10,000.00)

$4,792.31
$4,387.23

$6,000.00

$(4,000.00)
$(6,000.00)

$(6,628.00)
$(9,208.00)

$(8,000.00)

$(4,279.79)
$(7,414.77)

$(10,000.00)

$(15,000.00)
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US

WI
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EPI analysis of CPS and ACS data, data series change from CPS to ACS in 2004-2005
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FAMILY HOURS OF WORK
Despite wages close to the national levels,
Wisconsin boasts family income well above the
national median. Hours of work – specifically
higher hours of work in Wisconsin – explain this
difference. The parents in families in Wisconsin
are more likely to work and work more hours
per year than the average in the nation. Data on
family hours of work show Wisconsin families’
additional hours spent in the labor market and
also help explain both the decline and the recent
recovery in income.
Figure 5.3 shows average hours of work for
families with two parents for both Wisconsin
and the United States. Consistently, Wisconsin
families commit more hours to work. For

much of the late 1990s, Wisconsin’s families
committed nearly 4000 hours to the labor
market, which is just under full-time work for
both adults (2080 hours per year). The 2007
recession meant a decline in the work hours
for all families, but the decline was more
pronounced in the state compared to the
national average. Since 2010 the opposite is
true: two-parent families have committed more
hours to work, and the increase has been more
rapid for families in Wisconsin. The picture of
increasing work hours is consistent with the
trend of family income increase that we showed
above.

figure 5.3

AVERAGE TOTAL FAMILY HOURS OF WORK, TWO-PARENT FAMILIES, WISCONSIN
AND US, 1978-2016
Average Total Family Hours of Work, Two-Parent Families,
Wisconsin and US, 1978-2016
(three year moving averages)
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3,800
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EPI analysis of CPS data
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figure 5.4

SHARES OF AVERAGE ANNUAL HOUSEHOLD EXPENDITURES, MIDWEST, 2016

All other
14%

Personal Insurance
and Pensions
12%
Entertainment
5%

Utilities, fuels and
public services
7%

Health care
9%

Housing (less
utilities)
24%

Transportation
16%

Food
13%
BLS Consumer Expenditure Survey, 2016

Where Does the Money Go?
Family Expenditure Data
Data on annual expenditures provide an
indication of how family/household income is
spent. This is of interest in helping understand
living standards of families and households
and also in identifying relevant points for policy
to support families and households. Figure 5.4
presents data for the Midwest region from the
Consumer Expenditure Survey conducted by the
Bureau of Labor Statistics. Data are not available
at the state level. Consistent with previous
years, housing is the largest single category
for expenditure, accounting for a quarter of
annual expenditures in the Midwest. Costs of
transportation are the second largest category,
accounting for 16 percent of expenditures
in the region. Taken together, housing and
transportation represent four out of every ten
dollars a family spent in the Midwest. Utilities,

fuels, and public services account for another
seven percent of total household expenditures,
and food accounts for 13 percent. Personal
insurance and pensions represent 12 percent of
total expenditures, and health care accounts for
another nine percent.
With income just now recovering to 2000 levels,
families and households are still struggling.
Reducing the cost of living is one direct way
to support those caught in the economic bind.
Public programs to make transportation more
affordable, provide healthy affordable food,
and increase the energy efficiency of housing
stock would all put money back in the pockets
of Wisconsin’s working families. Reducing the
cost of living in meaningful ways could increase
security and stability for workers and families
who need it most.
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figure 5.5

POVERTY RATE, WISCONSIN AND US, 1980-2016
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EPI Analaysis of CPS March Supplement

Poverty in Wisconsin
The federal “poverty line” is a useful threshold that indicates
whether families have economic resources to cover basic
expenses and maintain a minimal standard of living. This
level is adjusted for each type of family. In 2015, a family of
two adults and two children under 18 years old is said to be
poor if their income is below $24,036 per year. However, many
people have argued that the income established by the federal
poverty standard is woefully inadequate to cover basic needs,
especially in urban areas. Current research suggests that, on
average, families need an income of about twice the federal
poverty level just to afford basic expenses. There are also flaws
in the methodology: official poverty rates are calculated by
comparing pre-tax cash income to the poverty level. This means
that important work supports, such as the federal Earned
Income Tax Credit and SNAP/food stamps, are not included
– nor are families’ tax liabilities. This undercounts a great
segment of the population with financial and material stress
and deprivation.1
Wisconsin has posted relatively low poverty rates in the last
decades as Figure 5.5 shows. In 2016, poverty in the state
stood at 11 percent, slightly up from a lower level in 2014, but
well below the high point of 2012. The national poverty rate was
13.1 percent in 2016. Notably, while family income has finally
recovered to 2000 levels, poverty in Wisconsin remains well
above the levels of poverty in 2000.
1 http://www.nccp.org/topics/measuringpoverty.html

56 Income & Poverty

Federal Poverty
Thresholds,
20161
$12,486
one individual under 65
$16,543
family with one parent and
one child
$19,337
family with one parent and
two children
$24,339
family with two parents and
two children
1 https://www.census.gov/data/tables/
time-series/demo/income-poverty/
historical-poverty-thresholds.html

DEFINING AND MEASURING POVERTY
The current federal “poverty line,” adopted more than 40 years ago, was constructed by multiplying a
family’s subsistence food budget by three. A lot has changed since the guideline was established, not
least that food has fallen from one third, to less than one-eighth of a family’s budget. That shift means
that the poverty threshold is more out of touch with family needs each year. We could measure poverty
differently and develop a threshold that takes into account increasing housing, transportation, and health
costs and adjusts for regional cost-of-living differences. Important progress has been made by experts
in developing new measures, but for now the government continues to use the poverty line as its official
measure. Although flawed, it does allow us to generate data on the very lowest-income Americans and
to examine the status of those families over the past four decades.

Though Wisconsin has had poverty
rates below the national average,
the state’s advantage appears
figure 5.6
to be narrowing (see Figure 5.5).
CHILD POVERTY RATE, WISCONSIN & US, 1980-2016
Wisconsin’s poverty rate have
held steady in recent years while
23.0%
the national poverty rate has
21.0%
18.9%
19.0%
fallen. Wisconsin poverty rate is
17.3%
17.0%
the lowest it has been since the
15.0%
recession but national progress
Population
below twice the poverty line, Wisconsin and US, 1980-2016
13.0%
against poverty has been more
11.0%
1980
1981
1982
1983
1984
1985
1986
substantial.
United 9.0%
States
33.9%
35.7%
36.6%
36.3%
34.6%
33.9%
32.6%
7.0%
Wisconsin

29.4%

27.6%

28.6%

32.4%

34.9%

31.7%

29.2%

1987
31.7%
28.3%

Children are much more likely to be
Population below twice the poverty line, Wisconsin and US, 1980-2016 (three year moving
poor than adults. Figure 5.6 shows
States
Wisconsin1984
1980
1981 United1982
1983
1985
1986
1987
the poverty rate for children from United States
34.8%
35.4%
36.2%
35.8%
35.0%
33.7%
32.7%
32.0%
Wisconsin
28.5%
28.5%
29.6%
32.0%
33.0%
32.0%
29.7%
26.9%
1980 to 2015. As in the case of the
total poverty rate, the child poverty
figure 5.7
rate in the state has generally
POPULATION BELOW TWICE THE POVERTY LINE,
stayed below the national rate, but
WISCONSIN & US, 1980-2016
Wisconsin’s advantage is shrinking.
The child poverty rate in 2016 was
38.0%
36.0%
17 percent which is up compared to
34.0%
32.0%
previous years. More than one in six
30.8%
30.0%
28.0%
children in the state are growing up
27.7%
26.0%
in situations of serious deprivation,
24.0%
22.0%
inadequately housed or fed, and
20.0%
facing other stresses arising
from situations of vulnerability
United States
Wisconsin
and instability such as crime and
EPI Analysis of CPS March Supplement
violence.
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Progress against Poverty in Wisconsin Stalled in 2016 due to
Shrinking Safety Net
In June, the Institute for Research on Poverty (IRP), released the Tenth Annual Wisconsin Poverty Report.
It found:
“Although overall employment expanded in Wisconsin during the period of the report, poverty as
measured by the Wisconsin Poverty Measure (WPM) increased. In fact, overall poverty rates in Wisconsin
rose significantly in 2016, to 10.8 percent compared to 9.7 in 2015. Market income poverty (which reflects
employment levels and is therefore a helpful gauge of economic health) also rose slightly, even as jobs
expanded.
Both the WPM and the official poverty rate for families with children rose by significant amounts in 2016,
as the child poverty rate for the WPM reached 12.0 percent, two points higher than in 2015. The WPM for
children, which takes into account resources from tax credits and noncash benefits as well as earnings,
remains almost 5 percentage points below the official poverty rate for children of 16.9 percent.
While the benefits from the safety net (especially food support and refundable tax credits) played a large
role in poverty reduction, changes in participation in the Supplemental Nutrition Assistance Program or
SNAP (called FoodShare in Wisconsin) reduced these positive effects in 2016 compared to earlier years.
Other trends that decreased resources over the past two years include rising childcare and other workrelated expenses for families with children, and increasing medical out-of-pocket expenses, especially for
the elderly.”
Read more here: https://www.irp.wisc.edu/wp/wp-content/uploads/2018/06/WIPovertyReport2018.pdf

Figure 5.7 shows the evolution over time of the
share of the population with total income below
twice the poverty line. Although Wisconsin has
historically had lower levels of people living
below the federal poverty line than the rest
of the nation, Wisconsin’s levels have been
stagnating while the national levels have been
steadily decreasing. Again, the Wisconsin
advantage is on the wane. In 2016, almost 28
percent Wisconsinites fell below this threshold.
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CONCLUSION
The data on income in the state is consistent
with the story clear in jobs and wages. First,
for four-person families in the state, income is
rising. After significant declines and stagnation
across for much of the last decade, this is
welcome news indeed.
However, the growth has not reached
everywhere in the state – household income
is still behind 2000 levels and poverty remains
troublingly high. Wisconsin’s advantage in
poverty (with poverty rates here below national
rates) is declining. National poverty rates are
declining but Wisconsin’s are stagnant or, for
some populations, rising.

DATA & METHODOLOGY
This edition of The State of Working Wisconsin
relies on a wide range of data sources. The
specific source or sources relied on for any
given table or figure are identified below the
figure or table in question. In this section
we define the abbreviations used in tables
and figures source notes to refer to our
sources, discuss those sources for which
some methodological detail and description
are required, and explain some other
methodological issues. Two data sources
provide for the majority of our analysis: The
Current Population Survey, and the American
Community Survey.

FREQUENTLY USED
ABBREVIATIONS
ACS: American Community Survey
APL: UW-Madison Applied Population Lab
BLS: US Bureau of Labor Statistics
CES: Current Employment Statistics
CPI: Consumer Price Index
CPS: Current Population Survey

CPS ORG: Outgoing Rotation Group of the
Current Population Survey
EPI: Economic Policy Institute
IPUMS: Integrated Public Use Microdata Series
LAUS: Local Area Unemployment Statistics
NHGIS: National Historical Geographic
Information System

THE CURRENT POPULATION
SURVEY
One of our primary sources is the annual
compilation of the Current Population Survey
(CPS), which is conducted jointly by the US
Bureau of Labor Statistics (BLS) and the US
Census Bureau. From these, the National Bureau
of Economic Research (NBER) develops the CPS
Outgoing Rotation Group (CPS ORG) file, which
contains earnings questions only given to a
subset of respondents. We relied on a version of
the CPS ORG developed by the Economic Policy
Institute (EPI) for almost all of our tabulations
and calculations. For unemployment,
underemployment, and labor force participation,
EPI provided us with calculations based on data
from the full monthly CPS sample.

We base our analysis of wages on CPS
ORG data because it is the best source for
analyzing state- and national-level trends.
Unlike the “average wage” series produced
by the US Department of Labor, CPS data
permit calculation of individual hourly
earnings and the linkage of earnings to
demographic characteristics such as race,
sex, and educational attainment. The CPS
sample also includes a wide range of workers
and employment situations and permits
comparison between Wisconsin workers and
those elsewhere. Also, the CPS allows for
much longer-term analysis than the American
Community survey.
The sample used for all analyses involving
wages includes all wage and salary workers
with valid wage and hour data. In the CPS,
respondents answer the question regarding
wages in one of two ways. If they are paid an
hourly wage, they simply report that wage. If
they are paid on a salary basis, they report their
weekly earnings and their usual hours of work
in a given week. To estimate their hourly wage,
we then divide earnings by usual hours. For
wage estimates, we include all respondents
between the ages of 18 and 64 but exclude the
unincorporated self-employed. In the cases of
labor force participation and unemployment, we
include all respondents ages 16 and older. CPS
demographic weights were applied to make the
sample representative of the population.
In 1994, the CPS altered its education question.
Up until then, CPS respondents were asked
their highest grade completed. Since then, they
have been asked the highest degree received.
Although not perfectly equivalent, these two
schemes provide reasonable consistency,
especially given the broad educational groups

60 Data & Methodology

we use in our analyses. Here, we usually group
individuals into four educational categories: less
than high school, high school graduates, people
with some college, and college graduates. In
the years before 1994, we assign individuals
with less than 12 years of schooling to the first
category, those with 12 years to the second,
those with 13 to 15 to the third, and those with
16 or more to the fourth. For years after 1994,
the assignment of those reporting high school
or college degrees is straightforward. Those
who report no degree are classed as “less than
high school,” and those reporting any of a range
of technical or associate degrees are classed
in the “some college” category, as are those
who report having begun college but not having
completed it.
This is the sixth time we have analyzed the
effects of associate degrees on earnings.
Although in most of the report we use the four
categories above, in one section we break down
those with some college into three categories:
those who have had some college but have
not attained a degree; those who obtained
an academic associate degree; and those
that obtained an occupational or vocational
associate degree. For instances where this was
done, see Table 3.3 and Figure 3.8.
We also make use of the CPS Annual Social and
Economic Supplement, or March supplement.
This supplement contains data on pension and
health care coverage as well as earnings from
the previous year.
Data on unionization in Wisconsin comes from
unionstats.com, which is maintained by Prof.
Barry Hirsch of Trinity University and Prof. David
Macpherson of Florida State University. They
use CPS ORG data for their calculations.

THE AMERICAN COMMUNITY
SURVEY
Our other source for many of the figures and
tables contained in this report, the American
Community Survey (ACS), is an ongoing yearly
survey conducted by the Census Bureau that
provides data aimed at giving communities
up-to date information for planning and policy.
Besides providing demographic information,
the Survey asks about family relationships,
income, earnings, and benefits, health insurance,
education, veteran status, disabilities, work and
employment status, housing, etc. Because it is
aimed at providing information at the local level,
the ACS offers a larger sample than the CPS
and other nationally representative samples,
surveying more than 3 million people every
year, and providing data all the way down to the
county level. In practice, since 2010 the ACS
has replaced the national Census long form. In
making our calculations, we use the Public Use
Microdata Sample (PUMS) version of the survey.
The sample used for all of our analyses
involving wages includes all wage and salary
workers with non-zero wages, and wages below
$500/hour, who do not work for the military
(i.e. are part of the civilian labor force), and
who are between 18 and 64 years old at the
time of the survey. Hourly wages are calculated
by using the number of weeks worked during
the past 12 months. The figure is originally
provided in six discrete intervals (less than 14
weeks worked; 14 to 26; 27 to 39; 40 to 47;
48 to 49; and 50 to 52). The number of weeks
worked by an individual are imputed by using
the median of the given interval. Hourly wages
are then calculated by dividing the total wages
received during the last 12 months, divided by
the product of the (imputed) number of weeks
worked and the average number of hours
worked per week, as reported by the interviewee.
The resulting average hourly wage is adjusted
using the inflation adjustment variable provided
by the Census Bureau, and by adjusting these

hourly wages from its value in dollars of July on
the survey year to average dollars for that year,
using the CPI deflator provided by the Bureau of
Labor Statistics.

OTHER SOURCES
We have used data on employment levels
from the Current Employment Statistics (CES)
program of the BLS. Some of these data were
supplied to us indirectly by the Economic Policy
Institute. We have also used data from the
Covered Employment and Wages program,
which is a joint program of the Wisconsin
Department of Workforce Development (DWD)
and the BLS.
Data on per capita personal incomes and on
gross state product are from the US Bureau of
Economic Analysis (BEA).
For data on the population, and on the race and
ethnic breakdown thereof, we have used the US
Decennial Censuses.
The data on consumer expenditures reported
in Chapter 5 are from the BLS’ Consumer
Expenditure Survey. To avoid confusion with the
Current Employment Statistics (used primarily in
Chapter 1), we do not abbreviate the Consumer
Expenditure Survey as a source.

REAL MEDIAN WAGES
In general, we present trends in real median
hourly wages. “Real” means inflation adjusted—
in our case, through the Consumer Price Index
Research Series Using Current Methods, or
CPI-U-RS. “Median” means the center of a
distribution, with exactly half the distribution
above and half below it. The alternative
expression of average wage trends is in terms
of an actual average, or “mean,” calculated
simply by taking all wages for a population and
dividing by its number of members. We prefer
the median to the mean, because the mean
can mislead; a few very high-earning individuals
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can raise the mean so that it does not represent
the center of the distribution. In the comparison
of Wisconsin to the nation, moreover, the use
of means artificially disfavors us on grounds
of which we should be proud: we have a
comparatively equal distribution of earnings and
so less opportunity for such upward distortion.
Compared to the rest of the nation, then,
Wisconsin’s mean wages look worse than our
median wages do, but only because we have
less inequality.

THREE YEAR MOVING
AVERAGES
In figures showing yearly wage data, we use
three-year rolling averages to portray data
instead of the actual values. This is because
data for groups with small sample sizes, such
as Black or Hispanic people in Wisconsin, can
fluctuate year by year and distract from the
overall trends that appear in the data. To ensure
that figures are more representative of overall
trends rather year by year fluctuations, we use
three year averages instead of the raw yearly
data—this average consists of the sum of the
previous year, the year in question, and the
following year divided by three. For the first year
portrayed by a figure, the average is the mean of
the following year and the year in question, and
for the most recent year in a figure, the average
is a mean of the previous year and the year in
question. The data label for the end data point,
however, is always the actual value and not the
average value.
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EPI’s FAMILY BUDGET
CALCULATOR
EPI’s Family Budget Calculator measures the
monthly income a family needs in order to attain
a modest yet adequate standard of living. The
budgets estimate community-specific costs for
10 family types (one or two adults with zero to
four children). Compared with the federal poverty
line and the Supplemental Poverty Measure,
EPI’s family budgets provide a more accurate
and complete measure of economic security in
America.
The budget calculator draws upon the most
recent available data, which in many instances
is data for 2017. If 2017 data were unavailable,
data is drawn from the latest available year
inflated to 2017 dollars with the budget-itemappropriate inflator. The calculator includes
data for all 3,142 US counties and county
equivalents and for all 611 metropolitan areas.
Previous versions of the calculator did not
include county-level data; they included data for
the metropolitan areas along with data for rural
(nonmetropolitan) areas by state
For more information on the methodology
behind the family budget calculator, see the
technical documentation paper here.

table A4.1

SOCIAL, DEMOGRAPHIC, JOB, AND EMPLOYMENT PROFILES

Number of Workers

All Jobs in WI

Poverty-Wage Jobs

Above PovertyWage Jobs

2,716,588

675,246

2,041,342

24.9%

75.1%

2,716,588

675,246

2,041,342

1,311,158

380,230

930,928

29.0%

71.0%

295,016

1,110,414

21.0%

79.0%

502,742

1,767,581

22.1%

77.9%

58,809

83,243

41.4%

58.6%

67,652

98,956

40.6%

59.4%

46,043

91,314

33.5%

66.5%

as percentage of workers in WI
Gender
Female
as percentage of female workers
in WI
Male

1,405,430

as percentage of male workers in
WI
Race/Ethnicity
White non-hispanic

2,270,323

as percentage of white workers in
WI
Black non-hispanic

142,052

as percentage of black workers in
WI
Hispanic

166,608

as percentage of hispanic workers
in WI
Other non-hispanic, including multiple
races

137,357

as percentage of other nonhispanic workers in WI
Racial composition within each group (%)
White non-hispanic

83.6%

74.5%

86.6%

Black non-hispanic

5.2%

8.7%

4.1%

Hispanic

6.1%

10.0%

4.8%

Other non-hispanic, including multiple
races

5.1%

6.8%

4.5%

40

29

43

[18,25]

15.1

36.9

7.9

[25,35]

22.4

23

22.1

[35,45]

20.6

13.9

22.8

Age
Median age
Age composition within each group
(%)

table A4.1, continued

SOCIAL, DEMOGRAPHIC, JOB, AND EMPLOYMENT PROFILES
[45, 55]

23

13.5

26.2

[55,65]

18.9

12.8

21

5.4

9.8

4

HS or GED

26.9

36.1

23.8

Some College, no degree

24.3

32.4

21.6

Associate's degree

11.9

7.8

13.2

Bachelor's degree

21.8

11.2

25.3

Graduate degree

9.8

2.8

12.1

1.5

3

1.0

18.05

8.24

22.01

45.7%

121.9%

40

38

40

50 to 52

81.7

67

86.5

48 to 49

2.1

3.5

1.6

40 to 47

5.9

9.1

4.8

27 to 39

4.9

9.7

3.4

14 to 26

2.8

5.9

1.7

less than 14

2.7

4.9

2

No health insurance coverage

6.3

11.9

4.4

Through employer/union

73.8

53.9

80.4

provate purchase

9.5

12.4

8.5

Medicare

0.3

0.6

0.2

Medicaid

7.9

18.3

4.5

Tricare/Military

0.7

1

0.6

VA

1.1

1.1

1.1

Indian Health Service

0.4

0.8

0.3

Education composition within each
group (%)
<HS

English proficiency, percentage within
each group
percentage of workers who speak
little to no English
Median hourly wage
as percentage of hourly wage in WI
Hours worked
Median
Weeks worked (% within each group)

Health insurance (% within each group)

COWS analysis of ACS 2016 one-year estimates

table A4.2

SOCIAL, DEMOGRAPHIC, JOB AND EMPLOYMENT PROFILES, BY INDUSTRY

Number of workers

Retail

Food
Service

Long-Term
Home &
Health Care

527,381

231,546

181,852

96,292

19.4%

8.5%

6.7%

3.5%

All
Industries

Manufacturing

2,716,588

as percentage of workers in
all industries
Gender (%)
Female

48.3

29.4

52.91

51.8

85.3

Male

51.7

70.6

47.09

48.2

14.7

83.6

83.5

80.9

80.6

74.8

Black non-hispanic

5.2

3.6

6.4

5.7

15.1

Hispanic

6.1

7.4

7.1

6.2

5.7

Other non-hispanic,
including multiple races

5.1

5.5

5.7

7.5

4.4

40

44.0

34

28

37

15.1

9.9

30.5

40.9

18.9

22.4

20.9

21.2

25.1

26.5

20.6

20.3

14.1

14.1

16.6

(45, 55)

23

26.3

17

12.4

22.4

(55,65)

18.9

22.8

17.2

7.5

15.6

5.4

6.9

6.5

10.2

5.9

HS or GED

26.9

37.5

35.4

32.9

29.1

Some college, no degree

24.3

22.3

29.9

35.7

33.5

Associate's degree

11.9

11.3

9.5

7.5

14.3

Bachelor's degree

21.8

17.1

16.5

11.7

13.4

Graduate degree

9.8

5

2.2

2.1

3.9

Race/Ethnicity (%)
White non-hispanic

Age
Median Age
Age composition within each
industry (%)
(18,25)
(25,35)
(35, 45)

Education composition within
each industry (%)
<HS

COWS analysis of ACS 2016 one-year estimates

table A4.2, continued

SOCIAL, DEMOGRAPHIC, JOB AND EMPLOYMENT PROFILES, BY INDUSTRY
English proficiency, by industry
Percentage of workers who
speak little or no english

JOBS AND EMPLOYMENT
PROFILES

1.5

1.6

1.7

1.5

1.2

LONG-TERM
HOME &
HEALTH
CARE

ALL
INDUSTRIES

MANUFACTURING

RETAIL

FOOD
SERVICE

18.05

19.81

12.38

10.33

13.20

109.8

68.6

57.2

73.1

675,246

84,182

106,503

105,172

39,114

24.9

15.96

46

57.8

40.6

40

40

40

32

40

50 to 52

81.7

88.1

75.2

68.2

77.9

48 to 49

2.1

1.9

2.3

4.2

2

40 to 47

5.9

3.3

6.9

5.9

6.8

27 to 39

4.9

2.5

7.8

8

4.2

14 to 26

2.8

2.4

3.8

5.8

5.3

less than 14

2.7

1.9

4

7.9

3.8

6.3

4.4

6.9

13.4

8.6

73.8

81.2

66.8

53.1

57.6

private purchase

9.5

6.7

10.5

14.2

11.3

Medicare

0.3

0.4

0.3

0.2

0.4

Tricare/Military

7.9

5.4

13.6

15.9

19.9

VA

0.7

0.6

0.5

0.7

0.9

Indian Health Services

1.1

1.1

1.1

0.7

1.1

Wages
Median Hourly Wage
as percentage of median
hourly wage in WI
Number of workers in poverty
wage jobs
as percentage of workers in
the industry
Hours worked
Median
Weeks worked (% within each
industry)

Health Insurance coverage (%
within each industry)
No health insurance
coverage
Through employer/union

COWS analysis of ACS 2016 one-year estimates

