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ExEcutivE Summary  1ExEcutivE Summary

T his is a stressful time for workers. The “jobless” recovery from the 2001 recession never gathered sufficient strength to bring 
families back to 2000 levels of income. Then, instead of long-awaited growth in family income, the housing bubble burst in the 
last year, ushering in a severe credit and mortgage crisis. Surging gas and food prices stretched family budgets. Mass lay-offs 

and downsizing pushed unemployment rates up. Economic experts see a national economy teetering toward, or already in, a recession 
that may well be more difficult than any in recent memory. 

The downturn in the economy, combined with long-term challenges we’ve consistently documented, could push economic insecurity 
in the state to new highs in the next few years. The state’s long-term challenges are familiar, daunting, and shared with the nation. 
Since the mid-1970s, economic growth has become a “spectator sport,” generating gains for the few (and already rich) and leaving 
everyone else behind. Income inequality, median wage stagnation, and a stubbornly persistent poverty rate are all clear evidence of the 
disturbing disconnect between economic growth and living standards in the state and nation. Over the last generation, the strength 
provided by the labor movement has faded and the pension and health care benefits of workers are evaporating. Over the last two 
years, disturbing and consistently negative news exacerbates the long-term declines. Given the national context, it is implausible that 
the trends documented here will somehow reverse in the near future.

Key Findings
Wisconsin economic groWth is soFt,          
Jobs are Falling, manuFacturing slipping

Wisconsin’s economic growth has fallen off the national pace. 
National income per capita exceeds Wisconsin’s by $2,500, and 
the gap is growing. 

Some of the state’s most familiar and iconic employers—General 
Motors, Midwest Airlines, NewPage and GE Healthcare, to name 
a few—have announced lay-offs and shutdowns in the last year. 
The total employment picture reflects this shift. Wisconsin has 
lost 24,000 jobs since June 2007. 

In the entire nation, only Indiana has a higher share of its 
workforce in manufacturing, but Wisconsin is losing jobs in this 
critical base. From June 2007 to June 2008, the state shed 
some 13,000 manufacturing jobs. 

Wisconsin’s unemployment rate has edged up to 5 percent. In 
2007, Wisconsin’s unemployment rate (4.9 percent) exceeded the 
national rate (4.6 percent) for the first time since the 1980s. 

The downturn in the economy, combined with long-term challenges we’ve 
consistently documented, could push economic insecurity in the state to 
new highs in the next few years. 
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Wisconsin median Wage doWn over  
2006-2007

Wisconsin’s 2007 median wage was $15.17 per hour. Adjusting for 
inflation, the median wage is declining. The last time Wisconsin 
experienced such sustained median wage decline was the 
early 1980s. 

Adjusting for inflation, Wisconsin’s median wage is just $0.57 
higher than the median wage of 1979. Wisconsin’s workers are 
more productive and educated today than they were nearly  
30 years ago, but the reward to those advances is less than 
$1 per hour. 

Wages are down or stagnant over the last two years across the 
educational spectrum, but the long-term trend rewarding higher 
education is still strong. Women and men with two- and four-year 
college degrees do better than those without higher education. 

In both 1979 and 2007, one-in-five workers earned wages that 
couldn’t keep a family out of poverty. 

Wisconsin median Family income still Well 
beloW 2000 benchmarK

Median four-person family income in 2006 was $72,495. Adjusting 
for inflation, this leaves families nearly $6,000 below the 2000 
benchmark. We are likely slipping into a new recession before 
family income recovered from the old one. Even in the 1980s, 
Wisconsin’s family incomes recovered to pre-recession levels 
within the economic cycle. 

Wisconsin’s median family income has fallen at an annual rate of 
-1.5 percent per year, while the national family income has fallen 
at half that speed. 

1979 2007 Percent Change

All Workers 20.8% 21.6% 3.8%

White Men 10.0 15.7 56.0

Black Men 11.9 19.0 59.1

White Women 34.7 24.6 -29.1

Black Women 25.2 37.6 49.0

share of wisconsin workers earning  
poverty wages, 1979-2007
(wages less than $10.11 per hour, 2007 dollars)

Source: COWS analysis of CPS data.
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median income for four-person families,  
wisconsin and u.s., 2000-2006
(2006 dollars)

Source: U.S. Census Bureau
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Wisconsin beneFits on the decline and  
loW-Wage WorKers are most vulnerable

Because we work more, and our employers provide more 
insurance, and because our state extends public insurance to 
more people, Wisconsin enjoys relatively high health insurance 
coverage rates. Even so, Wisconsin health care coverage rates 
are in precipitous decline. Nowhere is this clearer than in data 
on the share of workers taking health insurance from their  
private employer, which has fallen from 73 to 58 percent from 
1979 to 2006. 

While confronting the indignities and stress of making ends 
meet, low-wage workers also bear the brunt of the shift away 
from health care and other benefits. Of Wisconsin workers with 
poverty-wage jobs only one-quarter receive health insurance 
through their employer, compared to two-thirds of workers in 
better paying jobs. And while more than 60 percent of better 
wage workers participate in a workplace pension program, less 
than 20 percent of poverty-wage workers do. 

Wisconsin’s extreme inequality continues: 
racial disparity in the state 

The poverty gap between whites and blacks in Milwaukee was 
the highest disparity posted by any of the nation’s top 100 
metropolitan areas in 2006. Among states, Wisconsin’s white/
black poverty gap was exceeded only by Minnesota.

White students in Wisconsin are nearly twice as likely to 
graduate from high school as blacks, producing the nation’s 
fourth highest racial graduation disparity. 

Only four states generate higher disparity in incarceration by 
race than Wisconsin; and Wisconsin’s black incarceration rate is 
the second highest in the nation. 
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2000 2007 Percent Change

All $14.73 $15.17 2.9%

     White 15.26 15.81 3.6

     Black 12.25 12.53 2.3

     Hispanic n.a. 11.49 n.a.

median hourly wages by race,  
wisconsin and u.s., 2000-2007
(2007 dollars)

Source: COWS analysis of CPS ORG data.
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Wisconsin strengths provide the Foundation  
For moving ForWard
To be sure, Wisconsin brings strengths to face these challenges: 

Wisconsin’s strong work ethic, seen in high rates of work, especially among women. Of all states, •	 Wisconsin’s women post the 
sixth highest rate of women’s work.

Effective education and training systems. Wisconsin has •	 fewer high school dropouts than most states, and Wisconsin is 
among the nation’s top five in terms of the share of the workforce with AA degrees. One-in-10 Wisconsin workers holds and 
occupational AA (twice the national average), and those workers have a $1 per hour advantage on their peers across the nation. 

Though slipping over the last year, •	 Wisconsin’s manufacturing base continues to provide good jobs for more than 15 percent of 
the workforce and to power growth in the state, generating one-fifth of our total economic product.

moving in the right direction
The state’s minimum wage increase has put money in the pockets of Wisconsin’s lowest wage workers. Rather than simply waiting •	
for the federal government to finally increase the minimum wage, Wisconsin joined some 20 other states in establishing a higher 
wage floor. Federal increases have now surpassed Wisconsin’s floor, but not all Wisconsin workers are covered by the federal limit. 
Wisconsin should take steps to ensure that no workers are left behind. 

Public and private leaders in regions across the state are coming together to forge stronger regional economies.•	  These 
economic development efforts will develop the infrastructure to respond to continuing economic transformation and build needed 
skills in our workforce.

The state is making important investments in greening the Wisconsin economy and in •	 targeting economic development to 
decent jobs. 

The Governor’s most recent •	 GROW Wisconsin plan proposes significant investments in skills and education, and targets 
strategies to grow high quality jobs in the state.  

steps toWard a stronger WorKing Wisconsin
Boost family income by cutting energy and transportation costs.•	

Build Wisconsin’s green future, and make our existing economy greener. •	

Build the skills of workers to keep Wisconsin competitive.•	

Raise and strengthen the wage floor.•	

Put job quality at the center of state economic development. •	

Promote better work/life balance by securing paid family leave and paid sick days for workers.•	

Support working Wisconsinites with quality child care.•	

Continue expanding Wisconsin health insurance coverage. •	

Promote retirement security through Universal Voluntary Retirement Accounts.•	
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2007 Population: 5,601,640

Jobs Lost Since June 2007: 
24,000

2007 Unemployment:  
White - 4.5% • Black - 11.4% 

Labor Day 2008 brings little to celebrate for working people in the United 
States. The relentless drumbeat of bad economic news sounds each 
day: layoffs and plant closings, plummeting housing values and growing 

foreclosures, credit crises and bank bailouts, surging food and gas prices, increasing 
unemployment and insecurity. The national picture has driven consumer confidence 
to a 16-year low. 

This is a stressful time for workers. The recovery from the 2001 recession never 
gathered sufficient strength to bring families back to 2000 levels of income. Then, 
instead of long-awaited family income growth, in the last year the housing bubble 
burst, ushering in a severe credit and mortgage crisis. Home values fell; housing 
starts evaporated. The malaise spread to the commercial construction sector and 
now has a clear and firm grip on manufacturing as well. Economic experts are seeing 
an economy teetering toward, or already in, a recession that may well be more 
difficult than any in recent memory. 

Wisconsin has no immunity. Less scathed than the coasts by the foreclosure crisis 
(our housing values never really surged to the unrealistic levels that define a bubble), 
our economy has nevertheless begun to slide as well. Our housing market has cooled 
considerably; construction is down, and now manufacturing is slipping. 

This is our seventh issue of this report (released biennially since 1996). In some ways, 
it is our most negative. The downturn in the economy, combined with long-term 
challenges we’ve consistently documented, could push economic insecurity in the 
state to new highs in the next few years. Most long-term challenges are familiar, 
daunting, and shared with the nation: relatively stagnant wage growth and the 
proliferation of low-wage jobs; sliding health insurance coverage and plummeting 
pension benefits for more and more workers; and a stubbornly high poverty rate 
leaving too many in economic isolation. Racial disparity in economic outcomes is not 
unique to Wisconsin, but it is extreme here; consistently the black/white outcomes in 
poverty, educational attainment, and incarceration rank us among the most unequal in 
the nation. These long-term challenges remain unaltered. 

But this report also documents disturbing trends that have developed in the last 
few years. Overall Wisconsin economic growth has fallen off the national pace and 
our job base is declining; manufacturing has begun to slide after holding steady 
for three years; and unemployment is on the rise (see this chapter). Adjusting for 
inflation, median wages are down for two years in a row—the first time Wisconsin 
has experienced two consecutive years of median wage decline since the early 
1980s (see Chapter 2). Poverty-wage jobs are stubbornly persistent (see Chapter 
3). Adjusting for inflation, median family income remains well below the 2000 
benchmark; we are likely slipping into a second recession before family income 
recovered from the last one (see Chapter 4). Even in Wisconsin’s difficult 1980s, 
family income recovered and grew before the cycle of growth ended. Perhaps most 
disturbing, most of these data precede the relentlessly negative news of the last six 
months. Given the national context, it is implausible that the trends documented here 
will somehow reverse in the near future.

The State of Working Wisconsin 
2008 uses the best and most 
recent data available to help refine 
our understanding of exactly how 
economic trends are playing out in the 
state. We draw on a wide variety of 
data sources to paint a comprehensive 
picture of the economic reality. Our 
release of this report also draws on 
the comprehensive national picture 
presented in The State of Working 
America, 2008–09 by the Economic 
Policy Institute.
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The remainder of this chapter provides data on Wisconsin’s economy and economic 
growth, jobs and unemployment, and labor force and its demographics. We close 
the chapter by providing more data about two key long-term economic challenges in 
Wisconsin: the decline in benefits like health insurance and pensions, and the extreme 
economic inequality between African Americans and whites.

per capita income groWth sloWing 
Wisconsin’s per capita income reached a new high of $36,047 in 2007. Figure 1.1 shows 
the evolution of per capita income—the best measure the size of Wisconsin’s economy—
from 1969 to 2007. (Data here and throughout the report are adjusted for inflation 
and expressed in 2007 dollars unless otherwise noted.) Both the U.S. and Wisconsin 
economies have grown significantly, more than doubling from their 1969 level, $17,000. 
But the national economy has grown more rapidly than Wisconsin’s, leaving the state’s 
per capita income more than $2,500 behind the national. The gap separating Wisconsin 
and the United States emerged in the 1980s, but strong growth during the late 1990s 
helped Wisconsin close the gap. Unfortunately, Wisconsin is beginning to lag again as the 
national economy outperforms the state’s. 

The regional comparison in Table 1.1 shows that in this century Wisconsin’s overall 
economy grew more than many states in the region, though that advantage eroded 
substantially over 2005-07. From 2000-05, Wisconsin’s per capita income rose 3.6 
percent, considerably faster than the region and nation, at a pace exceeded only by Iowa. 
But from 2005-07, the national economy surged forward while the Midwest stuttered. 
Only Illinois equaled U.S. growth rates, and Wisconsin’s 1.1 percent growth placed it 
behind most states in the region. With the ongoing decline in the auto sector, Michigan’s 
per capita income continued to shrink. The drag of auto decline is also clear in Indiana 
and Ohio, which posted relatively slow growth. Over 2005-07, Wisconsin’s trajectory 
shares more with these states than with the stronger growth in the states of Iowa, Illinois, 
and Minnesota. 

Measuring 
Economic Growth

Per capita personal income is 
a useful figure to help states 
gauge their overall economic 
growth. It correlates closely 
with the value of goods and 
services produced in the 
state. But the term can be 
confusing because per capita 
income does not necessarily 
track with the economic well-
being of individuals. Indeed, 
as now, per capita income 
can rise even when median 
family income or wages 
decline.
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Percent Change

2000 2005 2007 2000-2005 2005-2007

Wisconsin $34,189 $35,649 $36,047 3.6% 1.1%

United States 35,715 36,733 38,611 2.2 5.1

Illinois 38,517 38,363 40,322 -1.0 5.1

Indiana 32,470 33,218 33,616 1.7 1.2

Iowa 31,779 34,321 35,023 7.3 2.0

Michigan 35,367 35,172 35,086 -1.2 -0.2

Minnesota 38,311 39,693 41,034 3.0 3.4

Ohio 33,754 34,494 34,874 1.6 1.1

Table 1.1
per capita income and per capita growth, wisconsin and peer states, 2000-2007
(2007 dollars)

Source: U.S. Bureau of Economic Analysis.
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GSP (millions)*
Percent of  
Total GSP

Employment 
2006

Percent of Total 
Employment

Total $232,293 3,611,453

Private industries 207,007 89.1% 3,085,520 85.4%

Agriculture, forestry, fishing, and hunting 4,158 1.8 16,568 0.5

Mining 359 0.2 4,148 0.1

Utilities 4,159 1.8 11,688 0.3

Construction 9,055 3.9 205,974 5.7

Manufacturing 47,746 20.6 524,928 14.5

Wholesale trade 13,193 5.7 134,623 3.7

Retail trade 14,596 6.3 408,101 11.3

Transportation and warehousing, 
excluding Postal Service 7,647 3.3 123,322 3.4

Information 7,618 3.3 58,080 1.6

Finance and insurance 16,065 6.9 172,073 4.8

Real estate and rental and leasing 27,513 11.8 107,296 3.0

Professional and technical services 10,535 4.5 159,643 4.4

Management of companies and 
enterprises 5,075 2.2 42,947 1.2

Administrative and waste services 5,355 2.3 167,804 4.6

Educational services 1,920 0.8 61,750 1.7

Health care and social assistance 19,640 8.5 382,482 10.6

Arts, entertainment, and recreation 1,711 0.7 66,106 1.8

Accommodation and food services 5,284 2.3 246,287 6.8

Other services, except government 5,378 2.3 191,700 5.3

Government 25,286 10.9 425,448 11.8

Table 1.2
wisconsin gross state product and employment by industry, 2007

* Note: In 2007 dollars
Sources: Regional Economic Information System, U.S. Bureau of Economic Analysis, U.S. Department of Commerce.

Key sectors contribute strongly to state economy
Per capita income provides a lens on economic growth over time. It is closely related to gross state product (GSP). Like gross domestic 
product at the national level, gross state product  is the value added by all industries located in Wisconsin. In 2007, the value added 
across all industries in Wisconsin was over $232 billion. 

Among the state’s private industries, manufacturing clearly stands out. Table 1.2 shows Wisconsin’s manufacturing sector generates 
$48 billion in value added, accounting for fully one-fifth of our total state product. The industry also employs more than half a million 
Wisconsin workers.

Health care and social assistance also contribute substantially to gross state product and our employment base, with value added of 
nearly $20 billion (8.5 percent of GSP), and nearly 11 percent of total jobs. Government value added is over $25 billion (11 percent of 
GSP), and the sector employs 12 percent of the Wisconsin workforce. 
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Without economic growth, measured in per capita income and product, we cannot hope for progress in living standards. But per capita 
income and GSP measures are notoriously limited. Per capita income tells us nothing about how equally income is distributed. GSP, 
even by industry, offers no key insight into how workers are doing within industries. In the remainder of this report, we focus on other 
sources of data which help complete the picture of working Wisconsin.

Jobs decline in 2008
Wisconsin’s job base grew from 2004 until June 2007, but has been in decline for nearly a year (see Figure 1.2).  The negative trajectory 
over recent months leaves Wisconsin with 24,000 fewer jobs than we had in June 2007. Indeed, with total employment at 2.86 million, 
Wisconsin’s job base is falling back to the benchmark set in 2000, before the 2001 recession. 

The trajectory of total employment across the 2000s is anemic by historical standards. After declining from 2000 to 2002, our 
employment base stagnated until 2004. Only in 2006 did we return to pre-recession employment levels. Since 2006, Wisconsin 
employment grew, but only slowly, until June 2007, when we began to lose jobs again. The weakness of employment growth in 
Wisconsin and nationally led many to call this period of economic growth a “jobless recovery.”

Table 1.3 (on next page) puts these job trends in a regional perspective. In the 1990s, jobs grew rapidly in all Midwestern states, 
especially Wisconsin and Minnesota. In fact, from 1989-2000 Wisconsin added nearly 600,000 jobs, for an average annual growth in 
total employment of nearly 2.2 percent over the decade. Growth ground to a halt in the new century; from 2000-05, Wisconsin added 
only 6,000 jobs. Surprisingly, Wisconsin’s job stagnation outperformed many states in the region; total employment fell over the same 
period in Illinois, Indiana, Michigan, and Ohio. From 2005-07, however, Wisconsin fell back in the pack in employment growth. Our job-
base growth rate of 0.7 percent during this period was less than half the national average, parking it in the middle of the region. Illinois, 
Iowa, and Minnesota all fared better than Wisconsin during this period; Indiana and Ohio posted little or no job growth; and Michigan 
lost jobs. 
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Annual Average Growth Rate

1979 1989 2000 2005 2007
1979-
1989

1989-
2000

2000-
2005

2005-
2007

Wisconsin 1,960 2,236 2,834 2,840 2,882 1.3% 2.2% 0.0% 0.7%

United States 89,932 108,014 131,785 133,463 137,623 1.8 1.8 0.3 1.5

Illinois 4,880 5,214 6,045 5,865 5,981 0.7 1.4 -0.6 1.0

Indiana 2,236 2,479 3,000 2,956 2,988 1.0 1.7 -0.3 0.5

Iowa 1,132 1,200 1,478 1,481 1,517 0.6 1.9 0.0 1.2

Michigan 3,637 3,922 4,674 4,384 4,262 0.8 1.6 -1.3 -1.4

Minnesota 1,767 2,087 2,685 2,709 2,771 1.7 2.3 0.2 1.1

Ohio 4,485 4,817 5,623 5,429 5,424 0.7 1.4 -0.7 0.0

Table 1.3
employment and employment growth, wisconsin, u.s., and peer states, 1979-2007
(in thousands)

Source: Economic Policy Institute analysis of Current Employment Statistics survey data.

manuFacturing base in 
decline
In June 2008, General Motors announced that it would be 
closing its Janesville production facility. Its announcement, amid 
many other lay-off and shut-down stories, shook the community 
and the state. Employment data make clear that increasing 
concern about manufacturing is warranted. After plummeting 
14 percent from 2001-04, Wisconsin’s manufacturing base held 
steady from 2004-06, edging up to just over 500,000 jobs. But 
the manufacturing job base has been shrinking since June 2006, 
shedding some 13,300 jobs by June 2008. Manufacturing is a 
lynchpin of Wisconsin’s economy, still employing 17 percent of 
our workforce; only Indiana has a higher share of its workforce in 
manufacturing than Wisconsin. Renewed job losses in the sector 
are worrisome not only for the families who rely on these jobs, 
but also for the entire state. 

While the manufacturing decline is unfortunate, especially 
given the sector’s strong contribution to state living standards, 
Wisconsin has escaped the worst declines, concentrated on 
the more auto dependant states in the region. Table 1.4 shows 
manufacturing employment in the Midwest over the last 17 years. 
Wisconsin lost 16 percent of its manufacturing job base in the 
new century. But Michigan (manufacturing down 31 percent), 
Ohio (down 24 percent), and Indiana (down 22 percent) have all 
fared substantially worse. 

Manufacturing Employment

Non−Manufacturing Employment
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Percent Change

1990 2000 2005 2007 1990-2000 2000-2007

Wisconsin 523.0 594.1 504.9 500.6 13.6% -15.7%

United States 17,695 17,263 14,226 13,884 -2.4 -19.6

Illinois 914.6 870.5 688.2 675.9 -4.8 -22.4

Indiana 605.9 664.5 571.1 550.1 9.7 -17.2

Iowa 218.9 251.4 229.6 229.5 14.8 -8.7

Michigan 840.3 898.4 680 616.8 6.9 -31.3

Minnesota 341.5 396.6 345.9 347.2 16.1 -12.5

Ohio 1059.5 1021.0 811.5 772.8 3.6 -24.3

Table 1.4
manufacturing employment in thousands of workers, wisconsin, u.s., and peer states, 1990-2007

Source: Current Employment Statistics survey data.
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unemployment and 
underemployment:  
state rises slightly From 
2005-2007
Wisconsin’s unemployment rate is moving up. As Figure 1.4 
shows, the state’s average annual unemployment rate rose from 
as low as 3 percent in 1999 to a high of 5.6 percent in 2003. Rates 
have fallen since then. But in 2007, for the first time in recent 
years, Wisconsin’s unemployment exceeded the national rate. 
From 1988-2000, Wisconsin posted unemployment rates well 
below the national average. The 2001 recession closed that gap. 

While unemployment is similar for men and women nationally, 
a sharper rise for Wisconsin men from 2005-2007 resulted in a 
slight gender gap. Table 1.5 shows more clear disparities for other 
groups. First, the 11.4 percent unemployment rate of African 
Americans in the state is more than twice the rate for whites 
and by far the largest of all racial or ethnic groups. Young 
workers and workers without high school degrees also post 
much higher unemployment rates than their older and better-
educated counterparts. 

We turn our attention now to a slightly broader group: 
the “underemployed.” This group includes those who are 
unemployed, workers so discouraged that they no longer look 
for jobs, workers who hold part-time jobs but report they are 
seeking full-time work, and a small number of workers who report 
a specific barrier to getting work. Wisconsin’s underemployment 
rate is now 8.4 percent, up from 6.4 percent in 2000 (see 
Table 1.5). Wisconsin’s underemployment has risen more or 
less evenly for men and women. Also, as in unemployment, 
the underemployment rate for African Americans is extremely 
high—16.6 percent—and much higher than the rate for whites 
(7.5 percent). Almost one-fifth of high school dropouts are 
underemployed, compared to about one-tenth of high school 
graduates, and less than one in 20 college graduates. 

Definitions

Unemployment rates count the share of the labor 
force that is not currently working but is actively 
seeking employment. More precisely, the unemployed 
must meet all of the following criteria: they had no 
employment during a given week; they were available 
for work at that time; and they made specific efforts to 
find employment sometime during the previous four-
week period. Persons laid off from a job and expecting 
recall need not be looking for work to be counted 
as unemployed. The unemployed, by this definition, 
may or may not include those eligible for or receiving 
unemployment insurance benefits.

Underemployment rates include four groups: (1) the 
unemployed, (2) discouraged workers (those who have 
given up looking for work in the last year), (3) part-time 
workers who would prefer full-time work, and (4) those 
who face a substantial barrier to work, such as lack of 
transportation or child care (this last group tends to be 
very small).
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Figure 1.4
unemployment, wisconsin and u.s., 1979-2007 

Source: U.S. Bureau of Labor Statistics.
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UndeRemPLoymenT RATeS
All 6.4% 8.3% 8.4% 0.1% 7.0% 8.9% 8.3% -0.6%

Gender

Male 6.5 8.4 8.4 0.0 6.7 8.7 8.4 -0.4

Female 6.2 8.3 8.3 0.0 7.4 9.2 8.3 -0.9

Age

16-24 yrs 12.8 15.5 17.8 2.2 14.9 18.3 17.3 -1.0

25-54 yrs 5.1 6.9 6.9 0.0 5.6 7.4 7.0 -0.5

55 yrs and older 4.8 6.8 4.9 -1.8 5.2 6.5 6.1 -0.4

Race / ethnicity

White 5.4 7.5 7.5 0.0 5.6 7.3 7.0 -0.3

African-American 16.2 17.1 16.6 -0.4 12.4 15.9 13.5 -2.4

Hispanic (a) 12.8 12.5 -0.2 10.3 11.6 11.1 -0.5

Asian/Pacific islander (a) (a) (a) n.a. 6.4 7.3 5.9 -1.4

education

Less than high school 15.0 19.9 19.5 -0.4 15.7 18.8 17.7 -1.0

High school 6.9 9.5 9.3 -0.2 7.9 10.3 10.0 -0.3

Some college 4.8 7.0 7.3 0.3 5.5 7.8 7.3 -0.5

Bachelor’s or higher 3.2 3.6 4.6 1.0 3.1 4.4 4.0 -0.4

(a) Does not meet standards for sample size.

Source: Economic Policy Institute analysis of CPS data.

Wisconsin United States

2000 2005 2007
Difference 

2005-2007 2000 2005 2007
Difference 

2005-2007

UnemPLoymenT RATeS
All 3.6% 4.7% 5.0% 0.3% 4.0% 5.1% 4.6% -0.5%

Gender

Male 3.6 4.8 5.4 0.7 3.9 5.1 4.7 -0.3

Female 3.5 4.6 4.6 0.0 4.1 5.1 4.5 -0.6

Age

16-24 yrs 7.2 9.9 11.8 1.9 9.3 11.3 10.5 -0.8

25-54 yrs 3.0 3.6 4.0 0.4 3.1 4.1 3.7 -0.4

55 yrs and older (a) 3.6 2.6 -1.0 2.6 3.4 3.1 -0.2

Race / ethnicity

White 2.9 4.2 4.5 0.3 3.1 4.1 3.9 -0.3

African-American 9.8 10.9 11.4 0.5 7.6 10.1 8.3 -1.8

Hispanic (a) 6.8 6.9 0.1 5.7 6.0 5.6 -0.4

Asian/Pacific islander (a) (a) (a) n.a. 3.6 4.0 3.2 -0.8

education

Less than high school 9.0 13.4 13.8 0.4 9.4 11.1 10.3 -0.8

High school 3.6 5.6 5.3 -0.4 4.3 5.8 5.4 -0.4

Some college 2.7 3.1 4.5 1.4 3.1 4.4 4.0 -0.4

Bachelor’s or higher 1.8 1.9 2.5 0.6 1.8 2.4 2.2 -0.3

Table 1.5
unemployment and underemployment rates, wisconsin and u.s., 2000, 2005, and 2007
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1990 2007
Percent 
Change

Wisconsin 4,891,954 5,601,640 14.5%

United States 248,790,925 301,621,157 21.2

Illinois 11,430,602 12,852,548 12.4

Indiana 5,544,156 6,345,289 14.5

Iowa 2,776,831 2,988,046 7.6

Michigan 9,295,287 10,071,822 8.4

Minnesota 4,375,665 5,197,621 18.8

Ohio 10,847,115 11,466,917 5.7

Table 1.6
population and population growth,  
wisconsin, u.s., and peer states, 1990-2007

Source: U.S. Census Bureau.

Wisconsin’s population and 
WorKForce
Wisconsin’s population, currently just over 5.6 million, is growing 
steadily and diversifying as it grows. As shown in Table 1.6, from 
1990-2007 the state’s population grew 14.5 percent, adding more 
than 700,000 people. Of states in the region, only Minnesota has 
grown more rapidly. However, national growth has been much 
more rapid, led by states in the South and West which 
 are attracting a larger share of immigrants than the 
Midwestern states. 

Wisconsin’s current workforce is just over 3 million. Table 1.7 
shows that our workforce remains overwhelmingly white—88 
percent, compared to 69 percent nationally. The Hispanic 
and Asian workforces have grown rapidly since the 1990s but 
their shares—4.4 percent for Hispanics, 1.6 percent for Asians—
stabilized in the past two years. The black share of the workforce 
as has grown slightly to 4.6 percent. Diversity in our communities 
and workplaces is and will continue to grow in Wisconsin, and is 
no longer simply a question of black and white. 

Table 1.7 also shows advancing educational attainment for 
Wisconsin’s workforce. The state excels in getting its workforce 
through high school. The share of workers without high school 
degrees fell from 12.7 to 8.8 percent from 1990-2007. Over the 
same period, the rest of the country’s workforce also improved 
on this measure, but—at 11.7 percent—it lags well behind Wisconsin. 

At the top of the educational distribution, Wisconsin does not 
do as well. Wisconsin’s share of workforce with four-year college 
degrees lags behind the national share, and the gap increased 
from 1990-2007. The share of Wisconsin’s workforce with four-
year college degrees grew from 21.1 to 26.8 percent, while the 
national figure rose from 23.0 to 30.3 percent over the same period. 
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Wisconsin United States

1990 2005 2007 1990 2005 2007

Gender

Male 53.7% 52.6% 52.3% 54.9% 53.6% 53.6%

Female 46.3 47.4 47.7 45.1 46.4 46.4

Race / ethnicity

White 93.6 88.4 87.8 77.3 69.6 68.5

African-American 3.9 4.2 4.6 10.8 11.0 11.0

Hispanic 0.7 4.3 4.4 8.5 13.3 14.1

Asian/Pacific islander 0.7 1.6 1.6 2.8 4.3 4.5

education

Less than high school 12.7 9.7 8.8 16.4 12.4 11.7

High school 41.8 35.3 33.5 35.7 30.1 29.5

Some college 24.4 30.2 30.9 24.8 28.6 28.5

Bachelor’s or higher 21.1 24.8 26.8 23.0 28.9 30.3

Age

16-24 yrs 19.2 16.7 16.1 17.9 14.9 14.5

25-54 yrs 68.3 68.0 67.6 70.2 68.8 68.1

55 yrs and older 12.5 15.3 16.4 11.9 16.2 17.3

Table 1.7
labor force demographics, wisconsin and u.s., 1990, 2005, and 2007

Source: Economic Policy Institute analysis of CPS data.
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Wisconsin United States

All 70.7% 66.0%

Gender

Male 75.2 73.2

Female 66.3 59.3

Age

16-24 yrs 71.0 59.4

25-54 yrs 88.7 83.0

55 yrs and older 38.4 38.6

education

Less than high school 48.8 44.1

High school 68.1 64.0

Some college 76.3 71.2

Bachelor’s or higher 79.3 78.1

Table 1.8
labor force participation, wisconsin and u.s., 2007

Source: Economic Policy Institute analysis of CPS data.

labor Force participation 
shoWs Wisconsin’s strong 
WorK ethic
Here in Wisconsin, we take pride in our work ethic—the 
willingness and desire of our workers to go the extra distance for 
employers, to take pride and satisfaction in doing a job right, and 
to do an honest day’s work for an honest day’s pay. Labor force 
participation data for Wisconsin show that this work ethic is alive 
and well. Wisconsin residents are significantly more likely to be 
in the labor force than adults in other states: almost 71 percent 
of adults in the state are working or looking for a job, higher 
than the national figure of 66 percent. Moreover, Table 1.8 shows 
Wisconsin’s labor force participation advantage at nearly all 
levels of educational attainment, and for almost all age groups.

Figure 1.5 shows the evolution over time of labor force 
participation by gender, and makes clear that Wisconsin’s 
women are the major force behind our participation advantage. 
Wisconsin’s men exceed their national counterparts: in 2007,  
75 percent of Wisconsin men were in the labor force, as 
compared to 73 percent of men nationally. But Wisconsin’s 
women exceed the national norm even more significantly: 66 
percent of Wisconsin women were in the labor force, as opposed 
to only 59 percent nationally. Of all states, Wisconsin posts the 
sixth highest rate of women’s work. 
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labor force participation by gender, wisconsin and u.s., 1979-2007

Source: Economic Policy Institute analysis of CPS data.
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Health Insurance and Pension Benefits

employer provided health insurance declines

The nation’s health care system is under severe stress. Each year the increase in the cost of health insurance outstrips inflation, leaving 
fewer employers and employees able to afford coverage. The clearest indicator of these problems is the declining share of private-
sector workers who have employer-provided health care insurance through their jobs. The first figure below shows the trend in 
employer-based health care coverage for private sector workers in Wisconsin between 1979 and 2006. At the beginning of the period, 
fully 73 percent of Wisconsin private-sector workers obtained health insurance through their jobs. The share dropped to 58 percent 
in 2006, and many of them are paying more on deductibles and premiums. The decline in employer-provided health insurance points 
clearly to the need to develop solutions that extend coverage and provide lower-cost options for working Wisconsinites.

pension responsibilities shiFting onto WorKers

Our pension and retirement systems have also undergone major restructuring. The share of employers offering the most secure 
“defined benefit” pensions has fallen dramatically over the last generation. Retirement is increasingly provided for through “defined 
contribution” plans, which are usually largely funded by the employee. State data are not available on these trends, but the national 
reality is surely reflected in Wisconsin. National data from the U.S. Department of Labor show that over 1978–2000, the employee share 
of contributions to all private plans rose from 11 to 51 percent. 

poverty-Wage WorKers get FeW beneFits

These changes in benefits have left workers across the income spectrum with a growing sense of insecurity. However, those at the 
bottom are suffering the most: the trends have left our lowest wage workers with almost no benefits beyond their meager wages. 
The second figure shows that of workers in poverty-wage jobs (paying less than $10.11 per hour; see Chapter 3 for further details on 
these jobs), only 26 percent of  workers receive health care insurance through their employers. In better-paying jobs, 66 percent of 
workers get health care coverage through work. Since only some of the very poor are eligible for Medicaid and BadgerCare (the public 
programs that provide health care for the uninsured), poverty-wage workers run a very high risk of having to do without any coverage 
whatsoever. Turning to pensions, just 19 percent of poverty-wage workers actually participate in their employer-provided pension 
benefit, but 63 percent of better-wage workers participate in an employer-provided pension plan. 
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Source: COWS analysis of CPS Social and Economic Supplement data.
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Wisconsin’s Extreme Racial Disparity

Wisconsin has the regrettable distinction of ranking among the 
worst in the nation in terms of racial disparity. Dismal outcomes 
for African Americans in the state span measures of poverty, 
unemployment, educational attainment, and incarceration. The 
vitality of our economy, the prosperity of our state, and the health 
and well-being of all our communities are seriously threatened by 
the racial disparity that plagues Wisconsin. 

We compile here a list of indicators showing pervasive and 
extreme black/white inequality in the state. In general, Wisconsin 
generates extreme racial disparity because our white population 
tends to do relatively well by national standards, while African 
Americans in the state do worse than their national counterparts.

child poverty

In 2000, black children in the state were six times more likely than 
white children to live in poverty. This disparity was greater than in 
any other state, and was exceeded only by the racial disparity of 
Washington, D.C.

milWauKee poverty

In 2006, 36 percent of African Americans in metropolitan 
Milwaukee lived in poverty, while fewer than six percent of whites 
did. The 30 percentage point gap separating white and black 
poverty rates in metro Milwaukee was the largest in any of the 
nation’s 100 largest metropolitan areas. 

overall state poverty

The 2006 poverty rate for whites in Wisconsin—8.5 percent—was 
below the national white poverty rate of 10.5 percent. But at 35 
percent, Wisconsin’s black poverty is second highest in the nation, 
far exceeding the already extremely high national black poverty 
rate of 25 percent. Further, the 27 percentage point difference 
separating poverty rates for whites and blacks in Wisconsin was 
the second largest in the nation. Only Minnesota produced a 
larger poverty gap between African American and white residents. 

unemployment 

In 2007, the unemployment rate for blacks in the state was 
11.4 percent. This was 2.5 times the corresponding rate, 4.5 
percent, for whites in Wisconsin. Wisconsin has the sixth largest 
unemployment gap between African Americans and whites of all 
states in the nation. 

high school graduation 

In 2005, even as 86 percent of whites graduated from high 
school, just 44 percent of the state’s African Americans 
graduated. With whites nearly twice as likely to complete high 
school, Wisconsin’s 42 percentage point gap in graduation rates 
by race was the fourth worst in the nation. (Only Minnesota, 
South Dakota, and Nebraska posted larger gaps.) Wisconsin’s 
graduation gap is twice the national disparity; nationally, in 2005, 
55 percent of African Americans graduated while 78 percent of 
whites did.  

national education tests

In 2007, public schools in Wisconsin and 43 other states 
participated in educational testing. In eighth grade reading, the 
difference separating the average performance of Wisconsin’s 
white and black students was the worst in the nation: Wisconsin’s 
black eighth graders scored 14 percent lower than whites. In the 
eighth grade math test, Wisconsin’s African American students 
scored 16 percent below whites; only Nebraska registered a 
larger black/white gap. 

incarceration

In 2005, Wisconsin’s incarceration rate of African Americans 
ranked it second highest in the nation. For each of the state’s 
100,000 black residents, 4,416 were in jail or prison. Only North 
Dakota posted higher incarceration rates for blacks. Wisconsin’s 
black incarceration rate is 11 times the white rate of 415 per 
100,000. Only Iowa, Vermont, New Jersey, and Connecticut 
generate more disparate incarceration outcomes by race. 
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2007 Female Median Wage: 
$13.77/hour

2007 Male Median Wage: 
$17.05/hour

2007 College Graduate 
Median Wage: $23.45/hour

In this chapter, most of the data we 
use come from the Current Population 
Survey (CPS), conducted jointly by 
the U.S. Bureau of Labor Statistics 
and the U.S. 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 in any given year 
(3,376 in 2007) 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.

Ideally, we would produce wage trends 
for all of Wisconsin’s racial and ethnic 
groups. Unfortunately, the CPS sample 
is only large enough to provide reliable 
estimates for whites and blacks over 
1979–2007. The Hispanic sample size 
has only grown large enough to be 
included in current data since 2005.

In the United States, more than in any other developed nation, your well-being 
rests directly on the quality of your job. Higher-wage jobs deliver better benefits 
packages along with better incomes; lower-wage jobs not only offer less income, 

but also rarely provide accessible health insurance or paid sick leave (see the 
Chapter 1 Spotlight on page 17 for the clear connection between wages and other 
benefits). We focus in this chapter on the bottom line of job quality: pay. 

For most of the post-World War II period up until the 1970s, median wages were 
closely tied to overall economic growth. As the economy grew and productivity 
increased, workers’ wages advanced as well. In the quarter of a century since then, 
however, workers have experienced a “decoupling” of wages and productivity, 
shattering expectations that each generation will do better economically than its 
parents (see Figure 2.1). Economic growth has become, as one economist puts it, “a 
spectator sport.” In spite of productivity advances and increasing education of the 
workforce over the last quarter of a century, median wages have fallen for some 
groups, and stagnated or only slightly advanced for others. Families have responded 
by increasing their commitment to work, with women more and more frequently 
working full-time for pay in order to keep income up. 

This disturbing disconnect between economic performance and family well-being 
is as clear in Wisconsin as it is in the nation. Given the 2001 recession, the relatively 
sluggish recovery and the emerging economic slowdown at the national level, 
Wisconsin families will continue to face challenging economic times in the coming 
years. The median wage for the state has fallen over the last two years, the first two-
year period of median wage decline in Wisconsin since the 1980s. Following more 
than a decade of steady, if slow, wage growth, the negative wage trend is bleak news 
for working Wisconsin. 
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u.s. productivity and compensation, 1947-2007
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the long-term perspective: 
sloW Wage groWth
Figure 2.2 and Table 2.1 display real median hourly wage trends 
for Wisconsin and the United States from 1979-2007. (Inflation is 
accounted for; all values are expressed in 2007 dollars.) In 1979, 
Wisconsin’s median worker earned a wage well above the national 
median ($14.60 for Wisconsin compared to $14.02 for the nation). 
The 1980s—an especially bad decade for Wisconsin—brought 
considerable real and relative wage decline, slicing more than $1.00 
off their hourly wage and dropping Wisconsin workers well below 
U.S. wages. Wisconsin finally moved back to the national median 
wage in 1995 and wages grew in the state each year until 2005.  
From 1996-2005, national and Wisconsin wages made consistent, 
if gradual, progress. Over 2005-07, though, real wages fell. The 
state’s 2007 median wage—$15.17 per hour—exceeds the 1979 median 
by just 57 cents. Today’s typical worker is more educated than 
in 1979, working with better technology, and thus is much more 
productive. Yet the median worker’s reward for that productivity is 
only a fraction of a dollar per hour, or just $1,000 more per year for 
a full-time worker. 

Weak wage growth over the long-term has left workers feeling 
squeezed and insecure. The recent decline of median wages in 
Wisconsin and the United States have combined with major layoffs 
and increased gas and food prices to amplify the stress level for 
working families across the state. Until now, Wisconsin had not seen 

Figure 2.2
median hourly wages, wisconsin and u.s., 1979-2007
(2007 dollars)

Source: COWS analysis of CPS ORG data.
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such sustained median wage decline since the 1980s. Recent 
wage decline is yet more evidence, nationally and in Wisconsin, 
of the bleak economic picture and the growing day-to-day 
struggle of keeping up with the cost of living.

trends in Wages For 
demographic groups
Trends in wages differ dramatically for different types 
of workers in the state, but these differences are easily 
overlooked in the aggregate. The median wage trends for men 
and women are quite different, with men faring substantially 
worse. Table 2.1 shows that the median wage for Wisconsin 
men fell from $18.75 to $17.05 per hour over 1979–2007. Men’s 
wages plummeted in the 1980s, dropping by more than $3.00 
per hour.  The median wage for men grew in the late 1990s, 
but not enough to make up for the losses of the previous 
decade. Since 2000, the median wage for white men has 
hovered around $17.00 per hour. 

At the same time, wages for Wisconsin’s women have grown. 
Over 1979–2007, women’s median wage increased 20 percent, 
from $11.07 to $13.77 per hour. Because of this growth, the 
median Wisconsin woman working full-time and year-round 
brings home roughly $5,600 more annually than she did in 
1979. Notably, Wisconsin women, having lagged behind their 
national counterparts in the 1980s, almost closed that gap 
during the 1990s. Wisconsin and United States women’s trends 
are nearly indistinguishable from 1997 to the present. 

Table 2.1 also quantifies the dramatic race and ethnicity wage 
differences in the state. The median black worker in the state 
earned $12.53 per hour in 2007, lagging behind whites by more 
than $3.00 per hour. The negative trend in black earning is 
dealt with in more detail below. 

Wisconsin’s Hispanic population has grown dramatically over 
the past decade and we finally have sufficient data on Hispanic 
workers to present their wage data for the state. In 2007, the 
median Hispanic in the state earned $11.49, fully $4.00 behind 
the white median. That gap is most significant for men: in 
2007, the median Hispanic man’s wage was just $11.48, more 
than $6.00 per hour (or $12,000 per year, full-time) behind the 
$17.71 median for white men in Wisconsin. The median wage 
for Wisconsin’s Hispanic women was $10.72 per hour in 2007, 
nearly $4.00 per hour behind white women in the state. 
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Percent Change

1979 1989 2000 2007 1979-2007 1989-2007 2000-2007

WISConSIn
All $14.60 $13.29 $14.73 $15.17 3.9% 14.1% 2.9%

     White 14.63 13.46 15.26 15.81 8.1 17.5 3.6

     Black 14.60 10.65 12.25 12.53 -14.1 17.6 2.3

     Hispanic n.a. n.a. n.a. 11.49 n.a. n.a. 8.1

men 18.75 16.45 16.70 17.05 -9.1 3.6 2.1

     White 18.87 16.54 17.56 17.71 -6.2 7.1 0.8

     Black 16.31 14.23 12.53 13.81 -15.3 -3.0 10.2

     Hispanic n.a. n.a. n.a. 11.48 n.a. n.a. 6.9

Women 11.07 10.99 12.81 13.77 24.4 25.3 7.5

     White 11.03 11.09 12.96 14.12 28.0 27.4 8.9

     Black 12.26 9.16 12.14 11.83 -3.5 29.1 -2.6

     Hispanic n.a. n.a. n.a. 11.55 n.a. n.a. 16.6

UnITed STATeS
All $14.02 $13.93 $14.73 $15.10 7.7% 8.4% 2.5%

     White 14.64 14.71 15.96 16.64 13.7 13.1 4.2

     Black 12.08 11.67 12.62 12.69 5.0 8.7 0.6

     Hispanic 11.89 10.87 10.97 11.77 -1.0 8.3 7.3

men 17.63 16.30 16.78 16.84 -4.5 3.3 0.3

     White 18.45 17.51 18.35 18.72 1.5 6.9 2.0

     Black 13.85 12.67 13.41 13.45 -2.9 6.1 0.3

     Hispanic 13.54 11.78 11.77 12.20 -9.9 3.5 3.7

Women 11.05 11.91 13.08 13.71 24.1 15.1 4.8

     White 11.23 12.26 13.75 14.68 30.8 19.7 6.8

     Black 10.30 10.93 12.01 12.21 18.6 11.7 1.7

     Hispanic 9.68 9.75 10.16 10.72 10.7 9.9 5.5

Table 2.1
median hourly wages by gender, race, and ethnicity, wisconsin and u.s., 1979-2007
(2007 dollars)

Source: COWS analysis of CPS ORG data.
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Finally, Table 2.2 looks only at full-time workers (Table 2.1 includes both full and part-time workers), who are of particular interest 
because they are more likely to be household or family “breadwinners.” These workers were particularly hard-hit in the 1980s when 
Wisconsin’s median wage fell by better than $1.00. (The national full-time median was virtually stagnant over the same time.) The years 
since 1990 have been much kinder to these working Wisconsinites: their 2007 median wage ($16.64 per hour) exceeds the national 
median ($16.21).

Percent Change

1979 1989 2000 2007 1979-2007 1989-2007

Wisconsin  $16.05  $14.84  $15.72  $16.64 3.6% 12.1%

United States  15.20  15.13  15.79  16.21 6.7 7.1

Source: COWS analysis of CPS ORG data.

Table 2.2
median hourly wages for full-time workers, wisconsin and u.s., 1979-2007
(2007 dollars)
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Figure 2.3
median hourly wages by gender,  
wisconsin and u.s., 1979-2007
(three year moving averages, 2007 dollars)

Source: COWS analysis of CPS ORG data.

the gender gap in Wages 
While trends in wages look better for women than men, women 
still face a substantial wage gap. In 2007, the median woman 
in Wisconsin earned 19 percent less than the median man in 
the state, as indicated in Table 2.3. This “gender gap” is substantial 
and discouraging, given dramatic increases in women’s labor force 
participation, commitment to work, and skills at all types of work.

Even though the gap remains high, it’s less than the past 
generation. Unfortunately, however, the “progress” is partly a 
result of men’s wages falling. As Figure 2.3 makes clear, the gap 
closed most rapidly in the 1980s while men’s wages fell. Between 
1993 and 2001, men and women’s wages advanced at roughly the 
same rate, leaving women just as far behind in 2001 as they were 
in 1993. Stagnation of men’s wages in recent years has allowed 
women’s relative position to improve, but only slightly. 

Men’s wage advantage over women results from both men’s 
concentration in higher-wage industries and the higher wages 
men receive within industries. The manufacturing industry 
provides a case in point. Wisconsin men are more than twice as 
likely as women to be employed in this relatively high-paying 
industry, which in 2007 employed 29 percent of men but just 14 
percent of women. On that basis alone, we would expect women 
to earn less overall. But even within manufacturing, the median 
wage for men is almost 20 percent higher than that for women. 
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1979 1989 2000 2007

Wisconsin 0.59 0.67 0.77 0.81

United States 0.63 0.73 0.78 0.81

Table 2.3
ratio of women’s median wage to men’s, wisconsin and u.s., 1979-2007

Source: COWS analysis of CPS ORG data.
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Figure 2.4
wisconsin workforce distribution by gender and industry, 2007

Source: COWS analysis of CPS ORG data.

Figures 2.4 and 2.5 show these two factors. 
Figure 2.4, recording the distribution of 
employment by gender and industry, shows 
that women are concentrated in lower-
paying sectors—especially educational and 
health services. Figure 2.5 shows that, within 
those industries, women are clustered in 
the poorer paying jobs. In education and 
health services, the industry with the highest 
concentration of women, the female median 
hourly wage was $15.07 per hour, 19 percent 
lower than the men’s median wage of $18.91. 
In financial activities, women’s wages were 
a little over 20 percent below those of 
men in the same sector, while in wholesale 
and retail trade women’s wages were 
almost 25 percent below those of men. The 
professional and business services industry, 
with a relatively high concentration of 
women, also exhibits a very substantial gap 
in wages of a little over 20 percent.
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Figure 2.5
wisconsin median wage gap by industry, 2007

Source: COWS analysis of CPS ORG data.
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the blacK/White gap in 
Wages
The disparity between Wisconsin’s white and African American 
populations—evident in poverty, incarceration, and educational 
data—generally ranks Wisconsin among the worst in the nation 
(see Spotlight, page 18). The black/white wage gap contributes 
directly to the state’s extreme racial inequality. While the 1980s 
were difficult for all workers in the state, blacks, 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. 

Figure 2.6 displays wage trends for African Americans and 
whites in Wisconsin and the United States (small samples of 
other minority groups make long-term analysis impossible for 
any groups other than blacks and whites). The downward trend 
for blacks in the state is unmistakable: wages remain below 1979 
values for black Wisconsinites. This compares poorly both to 
wage trends for whites in the state and to national trends for 
blacks. The late 1990s proved a bit more positive, with wages for 
both black men and women moving up. But the 2001 recession 
hurt blacks disproportionately, eroding some of the gains of the 
late 1990s. In recent years, the wages of black men in the state 
(but not of black women) have started to recover. 

Black men in Wisconsin saw their wages fall dramatically 
between 1979 and 1995, a decline that erased the state’s once 
substantial wage advantage. The slow growth of black men’s 
wages over 1995-2007 compares favorably to the national trend, 
but still leaves Wisconsin’s black men well behind their 1979 
position. Specifically, the median wage of black men in the state 
declined 15 percent over 1979-2007—more than three times the 
drop of black males’ wages nationally. This implies an important 
change in the relative standing of Wisconsin blacks. While at the 
beginning of the period black men in Wisconsin enjoyed an 18 
percent wage advantage over their national cohort, today that 
advantage is gone.

The trajectory for black women in the state is slightly less grim. 
For black women nationally, wages grew better than 18 percent 
over 1979-2007. In Wisconsin, however, wages fell 4 percent, from 
well above the national median to below it. Although in the latter 
half of the 1990s Wisconsin’s black women moved forward again, 
surpassing their national cohort in 1998 for the first time since 
1990, this positive trend reversed in recent years. 

Figure 2.6
median wages by gender and race,  
wisconsin and u.s., 1979-2007

Source: COWS analysis of CPS ORG data.
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the education gap in Wages
In the United States, education increasingly drives wages. The pay-off to college and advanced degrees has grown substantially 
over the last generation—those with degrees have moved ahead steadily while those without degrees have been left behind. These 
“increasing returns to education” mean that workers without two or four-year college degrees rarely earn family-supporting wages. 
Access to the economic mainstream is increasingly found through college campuses. Figure 2.7 makes the growing educational 
stratification of wages in Wisconsin obvious. Wisconsinites with college degrees (AA, BA, or more) have seen wages move steadily up. 
Those with less education are falling behind.  

Among Wisconsin men, four-year college graduates saw their wages increase by 16 percent over 1979-2007. That’s good news for this 
quarter of the male workforce. But most Wisconsin men don’t have four-year college degrees, and for them, the picture was one of 
unrelieved wage decline: wages were down almost 35 percent for high school dropouts, down 19 percent for high school graduates, 
and down 10 percent for those with one to three years of post-high school education. In 1979, a four-year college degree secured about 
15 percent higher wages than a high school degree. By 2007, the pay-off to the four-year degree more than doubled to 39 percent. 

Though the trends are consistently more positive for women, the educational disparity grew just as dramatically. Female college 
graduates posted median increases of 40 percent over 1979-2007. But again, almost three-quarters of women do not hold BA degrees, 
and for them the past years have been less kind. Wages have increased 16 percent for women with some college experience, and 13 
percent for women with high school degrees. (Even these increases, however, leave median women earners without four-year degrees 
earning just $12.97 per hour.) Among high school dropouts, wages declined 17 percent. In 1979, women with four-year degrees earned 40 
percent more than women who ended their education with a high school degree. In 2007, women with four-year degrees maintained a 
74 percent wage advantage. 

Figure 2.7 does contain some good news. First, women without any post-secondary education recovered the losses they posted during 
the 1980s—today their wages are about the same or higher than in 1979. Second, women with some college experience (though not a 
four-year college degree) have seen their wages grow in the past 16 years. Some of these are workers who have invested in acquiring 
additional skills—via associate degrees or occupation-specific training—and Wisconsin is finally starting to reward their efforts. 
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associate degrees in Wisconsin:  
an educational bright spot
The strength of Wisconsin’s technical college system, hinted at in the previous section, is made clear by Table 2.4. This table provides 
more details on the underlying makeup of the “some college” category used in the previous section. In this table, we can see median 
wages for three groups who make up the “some college” category: (1) those who have attended some amount of college at any type 
of post-secondary institution, but have never completed a degree; (2) those who have completed an AA degree in an occupational or 
vocational area; and (3) those who have completed an academic AA degree. (The academic AA is generally used to transfer into a four-
year degree program.)

First, looking at the column of median wages, note that both nationally and in the state, getting some time at college without 
completing a degree has almost no pay-off for workers. In Wisconsin, high school graduates make $14.73 per hour, while those with 
some college actually make slightly less, $14.46 per hour. The real wage pay-off in the “some college” group is reserved for those who 
complete associate degrees. 

Second, Wisconsin’s associate degrees, especially our occupational associate degrees, offer a very strong pay-off for the workers who 
hold them. The median wage for Wisconsin workers with occupational associate degrees was $18.18 compared to $17.08 nationally. 
And while nationally the academic associate provides slightly higher earning power than the occupational associate, in Wisconsin our 
occupational associate degree provides much stronger earnings than the academic associate.

Finally, and perhaps most important, almost one in 10 Wisconsin workers holds an occupational AA degree. That’s almost twice the national 
share. In fact, Wisconsin ranks fifth in the nation in terms of the AA attainment of the adult workforce, and moves up to No. 3 considering the 
share of workers with an occupational AA degree.

The bottom line is that Wisconsin’s technical college system produces substantially more occupational associate degrees than other 
states, and produces strong wages for the holders of those degrees. This is a testament to the strong vocational training system that 
we have in the state, and the connections that our colleges have to leading employers. 

Data on Associate Degrees

Our education analysis typically uses one category, “some college,” to lump together all of those who report having 
some post-secondary education short of a four-year college degree. This means people in that group may have attended 
either a four-year or technical college without completing a degree, or have completed an associate degree at a two-
year college. One reason to do this is to have a consistent definition over time. (In the past, educational attainment was 
categorized this way.) In this State of Working Wisconsin, we also take advantage of the greater detail in the “some 
college” category that newer data offers.
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Wage Share
Shares within  

Associate Degrees

WISConSIn
Dropouts $10.83 4.8%

High School 14.73 33.1

Some College, No Degree 14.46 16.3

Associate Degree 17.22 14.9

     Occupational/Vocational 18.18 9.7 65.3%

     Academic 15.93 5.2 34.7

Bachelor’s Degree or Higher 23.45 31.0

UnITed STATeS
Dropouts $10.12 9.1%

High School 13.92 29.1

Some College, No Degree 15.39 17.3

Associate Degree 17.17 10.4

     Occupational/Vocational 17.08 5.1 49.1%

     Academic 17.26 5.3 50.9

Bachelor’s Degree or Higher 24.79 34.1

Table 2.4
median wages and share of workforce by education, wisconsin and u.s., 2007
(2007 dollars)

Source: COWS analysis of CPS ORG data.
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Wages by industry and occupation
Industry and occupation have a powerful influence on wages for Wisconsin workers. Table 2.5 makes such influence clear. Industry 
and occupation are closely related but offer distinct ways of breaking up 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 together workers 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. In the occupational scheme, they get collected into a single category. 

Wisconsin’s highest median wage industry is public administration ($20.21), followed by construction ($18.40). At the other extreme, 
leisure and hospitality ($8.25) and agriculture ($8.78) offer the state’s lowest median wages. These industries are dominated by very low-
paying jobs, often with only seasonal demand. In between these extremes are the industries which employ the bulk of Wisconsin workers. 

Turning attention to occupation—the work that people do—shows similar disparities. Wisconsin’s highest-paying jobs are found in 
management ($22.84) and professional occupations ($21.78). The state’s lowest paying occupations include farming ($8.11) and service 
occupations ($10.03). Offering slightly higher wages, transportation ($12.98) and offices ($13.43) provide many jobs in the state, especially 
for women.
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Median Wage

IndUSTRy
Agriculture, Forestry, Fishing, and Hunting $ 8.78

Construction 18.40

Manufacturing 16.27

Wholesale and Retail Trade 12.36

Transportation and Utilties 16.78

Information 19.18

Financial Activities 17.17

Professional and Business Services 16.08

Educational and Health Services 15.91

Leisure and Hospitality 8.25

Other Services 11.81

Public Administration 20.21

oCCUPATIon
Management, Business, and Financial Occupations $22.84

Professional and Related Occupations 21.78

Service Occupations 10.03

Sales and Related Occupations 13.71

Office and Administrative Support Occupations 13.43

Farming, Fishing, and Forestry Occupations 8.11

Construction and Extraction Occupations 18.13

Installation, Maintainance, and Repair Occupations 17.71

Production Occupations 14.58

Transportation and Material Moving Occupations 12.98

Table 2.5
wisconsin median wages by industry and occupation, 2007

Source: COWS analysis of CPS ORG data.
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Unions have a long history of protecting workers’ income and 
voice on the job, and are one of the forces that have helped to 
build stronger job quality and higher wages in the history of the 
state. Unfortunately, mirroring national trends, unionization in 
Wisconsin has declined dramatically over the last generation, 
falling from about 24 percent of the workforce in the early 1980s 
to 14 percent today (see first figure, at right). As in the rest of 
the country, this decline has been driven by the abrupt fall in 
private sector unionization; in the state, less than 10 percent of 
the private sector workforce belongs to a union. In contrast to 
declining private sector union membership, Wisconsin’s public 
sector unions have grown slightly; more than half of public sector 
workers in the state belong to unions.

The decline in unions contributes to the declines 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 (see second figure). Further, unionization has 
a positive spillover effect on nonunion workers’ wages. When 
union membership is higher, even nonunion 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 non-union workers 
wanes as well. The 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. 

The presence of more unions in an economy is also a spur 
to productivity. When unions drive up the cost of labor, 
employers have to make workers more productive if they are to 
maintain profits. This has positive effects on capital investment, 
modernization, and other productivity-enhancing moves, which 
have additional positive spillovers in the economy.

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.
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2007 Workers in  
Poverty-Wage Jobs: 22%

2007 Union Workers in 
Poverty-Wage Jobs: 3.5%

2007 Black Women in 
Poverty-Wage Jobs: 38%

chaptEr 3: povErty-waGE JobS

Defining  
“Poverty-Wage” Jobs

We define poverty-wage jobs as those 
paying a wage that is insufficient to lift 
a full-time (40 hours a week), year-
round (52 weeks a year) worker to the 
poverty line for a family of four with two 
children. In 2007 dollars, the “poverty 
wage” was $10.11 an hour or less; if 
someone worked full-time for the 
entire year at this wage, his/her annual 
earnings would be $21,029. 

Of course, this definition of “poverty 
wage” is somewhat arbitrary. We could 
have chosen the poverty line for a 
family of two, or five, or some other 
wage level entirely. And not all workers 
who earn “poverty wages” are actually 
living in poverty. They may be part of 
a household or family that has other 
earners on whom they can rely for 
support. Most important, our interest 
here is to track the quality of jobs being 
generated in Wisconsin, and no one 
would call less than $10.11 per hour a 
“good job.”

In this chapter, we focus directly on the state’s lowest-paying jobs, setting the 
threshold at the poverty wage, $10.11 per hour (see definition at right). Using this 
benchmark for minimal job quality, we find that in 2007 more than one in five 

Wisconsin jobs still offer these wages. The standard of living such jobs afford is 
meager at best: a full-time, year-round worker earning less than $10.11 does not make 
enough money to keep a family of four out of poverty. For many of these workers, 
commitment to work is not enough to sustain their families. These jobs not only come 
with low wages, but also are some of the most unpredictable for workers, many of 
whom work “on call” when the employer knows there is demand. Further, poverty-
wage jobs rarely provide health insurance, pensions, or even paid sick leave or days off. 

This chapter focuses on job quality in the state, documenting the share of workers in 
poverty-wage jobs over time, and analyzing the characteristics of these jobs. These 
jobs provide little security to the more than 665,392 Wisconsinites who work in them. 
This is not true only for women, but increasingly for men as well. Poverty-wage jobs 
are an especially acute problem for blacks in the state, as well as for those who 
stopped their education after high school.

In this chapter, we also present evidence that many Wisconsinites are trapped in low-
wage careers. Finally, we document some correlates of low pay: the strong growth 
of low-wage service industries; lack of access to full-time work; and the large number 
of entry-level, nonunion jobs. These findings should strengthen our resolve to form a 
more aggressive policy agenda on this critical problem in the state.

trends in poverty-Wage Jobs 
Table 3.1 (on next page) shows poverty-wage employment in Wisconsin over the last 
quarter of a century. Perhaps the greatest surprise is the persistence of the share of 
jobs offering such low wages. In both 1979 and 2007, more than one in five Wisconsin 
workers held a poverty-wage job. Because workers in 2007 were more productive 
and more educated than in 1979, one might expect a declining share of workers in 
these jobs. Unfortunately, we see only stagnation. This consistency does not mean, 
however, that the share of poverty-wage jobs has been consistent across the entire 
period. From 1979, the poverty-wage share actually increased to almost one in three 
workers (30 percent) by 1989. The last years of the 1990s reversed the trend; poverty-
wage employment receded during those years, dropping back to 19.2 percent of all 
jobs in the state by 2000. After 2000, however, the share in poverty-wage jobs grew 
slightly to stand at 21.6 percent in 2007. 

As with median wages, aggregate trends can mislead. Different demographic groups 
have experienced quite different trends over the last generation. 

We show trends for key race and gender categories in Figure 3.1. Among the four 
groups, white women show the most substantial and consistent decline in poverty-
wage jobs over time, down from 35 percent in 1979 to less than 25 percent in 2007. 
White women are still more likely to hold poverty-wage jobs than white men, but 
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Percent Change

1979 1989 2000 2007 1979-2007 1989-2007

All Workers 20.8% 29.7% 19.2% 21.6% 3.8% -27.2%

Full-time Workers 12.9 21.3 13.8 14.8 14.8 -30.2

By RACe And GendeR

White Men 10.0 19.2 11.6 15.7 56.0 -18.4

Black Men 11.9 28.4 23.6 19.0 59.1 -33.2

White Women 34.7 39.8 23.6 24.6 -29.1 -38.2

Black Women 25.2 55.7 31.9 37.6 49.0 -32.6

By edUCATIon

No High School Degree 27.0 49.3 48.2 54.7 102.4 10.8

High School Degree 23.5 30.6 21.1 26.8 14.3 -12.4

Some College 22.2 36.3 19.4 22.2 0.0 -38.8

AA degree n.a n.a 14.2 11.9 n.a n.a

No degree n.a n.a 22.6 30.0 n.a n.a

Table 3.1 
share of wisconsin workers earning poverty wages, 1979-2007
(wages less than $10.11 per hour, 2007 dollars)

Source: COWS analysis of CPS data.

while in 1979 they were 3.5 times more likely to hold such 
jobs, in 2007 they were just 1.6 times as likely. Even with this 
positive trend, in 2007 one in four white women in Wisconsin 
still earned poverty wages. 

White men, on the other hand, have the lowest level of 
poverty-wage work, but high growth in chances of holding the 
jobs. In 1979, just one in 10 white men held poverty-wage jobs. 
The share grew to a high of 20 percent in the 1980s then fell 
back to 10 percent from 1995-2000. Since 2001, however, the 
share of white men in poverty-wage jobs has steadily grown 
by more than 50 percent. In 2007, 16 percent of white men 
held poverty-wage jobs.

African Americans, both men and women, are more likely to 
hold poverty-wage jobs today than they were in 1979. As for 
white men, the worst years for blacks were the 1980s and 
early 1990s. In 1995, more than half of black women and nearly 
half of black men held poverty-wage jobs. The economic 
growth of the late 1990s substantially reduced poverty-wage 
work among blacks. The new century has produced some 
increase in poverty-wage employment for African American 
women, with 38 percent holding poverty-wage jobs. At the 
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same time, and more positively, African American men are slightly 
less likely to hold poverty-wage jobs today than in 2000. Still, even 
with the positive trend, one in five black men earns these meager wages. 

Table 3.1 also shows trends in poverty-wage jobs for full-time 
workers. Given that part-time jobs tend to pay less than full-
time ones, it is not surprising that the table shows that full-time 
workers earn poverty wages less frequently than the overall 
workforce. But even among these full-time workers, almost one in 
seven earns poverty wages. And over 1979–2007, full-time workers 
experienced an increase in poverty-wage employment. 

Finally, Table 3.1 also shows not only that education helps workers 
avoid poverty-wage work, but also that workers without high 
school degrees suffered the greatest increases in poverty-wage 
jobs. In 2007, more than half of high school dropouts in the state 
earned poverty wages, a rate of poverty-wage employment twice 
that posted by the same group in 1979. High school graduates 
fared better, but still posted slight increases in the proportions 
holding poverty-wage jobs over the past two decades. Today, as in 
1979, about one in four high school graduates finds him or herself 
in a very low-paying job. Acquiring some college education 
without completing an AA or BA degree appears to offer a 
worker only a little help in the labor market. Nearly one-third of 
workers reporting some college short of an AA or BA degree find 
themselves in poverty-wage jobs. On the other hand, completion 
of the AA degree has obvious and positive effects: just 12 percent 
of AA degree holders earn poverty-level wages. 

To summarize, poverty-wage jobs are an enduring reality of 
Wisconsin’s economic landscape and describe the pay of better 
than one in five workers. Moreover, despite positive trends in the 
last years of the 1990s, white and black men and black women 
were more likely to earn poverty wages in 2005 than they were in 
1979. Workers with four-year college degrees largely do not face 
poverty-wage employment, but even their chances have grown 
since 1979. 

What maKes For bad Job 
quality? 
A better understanding of poverty-wage jobs requires us to 
look beyond the fact that they don’t pay well. There are several 
systemic factors that make for low-wage employment, which 
can help clarify the steps that Wisconsin policy makers need to 
take in order to solve the “bad jobs” problem. First, low-paying 
service industries play a strong and expanding role in the state’s 
economy and generate a significant portion of Wisconsin’s jobs. 
Second, poverty-wage earners tend to work part-time, in entry-
level positions, and in nonunion workplaces, making the work 
less stable and supporting a family more difficult. Third, as shown 
in the first chapter, poverty-wage jobs tend to offer few health 
or pension benefits. And finally, low-wage jobs can trap some 
workers in chronically low-paying work, leading to low-wage 
careers over the long run.

In the following analysis, we compare two groups of Wisconsin 
workers: those in poverty-wage jobs and those in what we will refer 
to as “higher-wage” jobs (wages greater than $10.11 per hour).

The Trap of Low-Wage Jobs

For many poverty-wage workers, the disturbing truth is 
that low-paying jobs lead to low-wage careers. Workers 
find themselves caught in a lifetime of struggle, 
unable to pull themselves out of the trap. We call this 
the “stickiness” of low-wage jobs. Even in the strong 
economy of the late 1990s, Wisconsin Department of 
Workforce Development Unemployment Insurance 
data show that more than half of workers with earnings 
below the poverty line in 1995 were still earning below 
the poverty-level five years later. 

These workers often cycle from one bad job to another, 
with little gain over decades, and for multiple reasons. 
Not only is their skill level low to begin with, but low-
wage jobs in retail and service industries provide few 
opportunities to learn new skills or qualify for promotion. 
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Table 3.2
wisconsin median weekly wages by industry,  
and distribution of workers by industry and wage level, 2007

Source: COWS analysis of CPS data.

Median  
Weekly Wage

Workers with  
Poverty-Wage Jobs 
(wage<$10.11/hr.)

Workers with  
Higher-Wage Jobs 
(wage>$10.11/hr.)

Agriculture, Forestry, Fishing, and Hunting $400 3.1% 0.5%

Construction 771 2.9 5.3

Manufacturing 700 11.5 23.8

Wholesale Trade 692 3.3 4.3

Retail Trade 411 20.3 8.0

Transportation and Utilities 738 2.2 5.3

Information 840 1.8 2.4

Financial Activities 700 3.4 7.7

Professional, Scientific, and Technical Services 
and Management of Companies

825 1.2 4.2

Administrative and Waste Services 520 5.0 2.7

Educational and Health Services 600 19.7 24.3

Leisure and Hospitality 346 16.7 3.9

Other Services 445 6.9 3.1

Public Administration 840 1.9 4.6

loW-Wage service industries
Wisconsin has historically had a strong manufacturing base, offering a good standard of living and good benefits to workers without 
college degrees. Like the rest of the nation, however, Wisconsin has seen a shift from manufacturing to service industries since the 
early 1970s. Though manufacturing grew slightly across the 1990s, the current decade has seen significant decline. Wisconsin’s current 
manufacturing employment is 16 percent lower than in 2000 (see Figure 1.3, page 10). Although Wisconsin still retains a larger share of 
manufacturing jobs than most states, the majority of our job growth has come from the service sector.

Whether this is good or bad news depends on where you end up in the service sector. At the upper end of the service sector there 
are industries that pay quite well. For example, in 2007 the median weekly pay in Wisconsin in manufacturing was over $700 (see Table 
3.2). Earnings in some service industries exceeded those: $738 for transportation and utilities, $700 for financial activities, and $840 for 
information. Yet there is also another side to the service economy: industries that have much lower weekly earnings, such as leisure 
and hospitality ($346), retail trade ($411), other services ($445), administrative and waste services ($520), and even educational and health 
services ($600). Clearly, not all service jobs are the same, and many sectors pay much less than manufacturing.

The state’s lower-paying service industries have grown much more rapidly than the higher-paying service industries during the past 15 
years: according to federal data, while almost 60 percent of Wisconsin’s net job growth of 548,000 in 1990-2005 came from the former 
industries, about 16 percent of all new jobs came from the latter. With this in mind, it is hardly surprising that in 2007 poverty-wage 
workers were much more likely to hold jobs at the bottom of the service sector, as Table 3.2 shows. Indeed, retail trade, educational and 
health services, and leisure and hospitality combined accounted for two-thirds of all poverty-wage jobs. 
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Table 3.3
distribution of wisconsin workers by selected characteristics and wage level, 2007

Source: COWS analysis of CPS data.

Workers with  
Poverty-Wage Jobs  
(wage<$10.11/hr.)

Workers with  
Higher-Wage Jobs  
(wage>$10.11/hr.)

Part-Time 44.1% 11.6%

Union Member 3.5 18.0

Percent in occupation

Management, Business, and Financial Occupations 3.4% 14.9%

Professional and Related Occupations 9.9 23.3

Service Occupations 32.0 10.2

Sales and Related Occupations 14.3 8.7

Office and Administrative Support Occupations 15.3 14.6

Farming, Fishing, and Forestry Occupations 2.5 0.3

Construction and Extraction Occupations 2.9 5.1

Installation, Maintainance, and Repair Occupations 1.3 4.7

Production Occupations 9.5 11.9

Transportation and Material Moving Occupations 8.8 6.4

Manufacturing shows the flip side of the story. In 2007, only 12 percent of poverty-wage workers held manufacturing jobs but twice as 
many higher-wage earners (24 percent) held these jobs. The same finding holds for construction, transportation and utilities, financial 
activities, and wholesale trade: these are industries which have traditionally done a much better job of providing family-supporting wages.

hours, unions, and occupations 
Poverty-wage workers face difficulties making ends meet, and not only because they are in low-wage jobs. First, poverty-wage work is 
less stable in terms of weekly and annual hours of work, which means that low-wage workers often bounce through a series of short-
lived jobs. Table 3.3 shows that in 2007, the share of workers holding part-time jobs was four times higher for poverty-wage workers 
than for higher-wage workers (44 percent compared to 12 percent). Moreover, while our data do not have information on weeks worked 
during the year, other studies have shown that part-time jobs tend to be part-year jobs as well. Access to stable, long-term jobs is 
a serious problem at the bottom of the wage distribution. The instability of this work is part of the reason that health and pension 
benefits are so unlikely in poverty-wage jobs.

Table 3.3 shows also that poverty-wage jobs are much less likely to be unionized—not surprising, since unions are often able to 
bargain for higher wages. Still, the gap in representation is striking. In 2007, only 3.5 percent of poverty-wage workers held union jobs, 
compared to an 18 percent unionization rate among higher-wage workers.
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Finally, jobs that don’t pay well tend to consist of entry-level and frontline positions. In Table 3.3 we see that poverty-wage workers 
were more likely to hold sales and service jobs than higher wage workers (32.0 and 14.3 percent as compared to 10.2 and 8.7 
percent), and less likely to be managers (3.4 as compared to 14.9 percent) and professionals (9.9 as compared to 23.3 percent). This 
difference in occupations is instructive. For example, Table 3.2 shows that one in ten poverty-wage workers worked in professional and 
business services or financial activities. These industries are typically seen as the vanguard of the service sector, filled with managers, 
stockbrokers, and technology wizards. In truth, however, these industries tend to be stratified between a tier of high-wage jobs and a 
tier of low-wage jobs, such as customer service representatives—hence the presence of poverty-wage workers even in this elite niche of 
the service sector.

conclusion
Poverty-wage jobs are stubbornly persistent in Wisconsin and the nation. For many workers in these jobs, the volatile hours of work, 
lack of benefits, and difficult conditions on the job compound with the low wages to make supporting and sustaining a family an 
incredible burden. Poverty-wage jobs are not just difficult for workers, however. These jobs are a direct challenge to the economic 
vitality and inclusiveness in the state; a challenge we take up in the concluding chapter. 
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2006 Poverty Rate: 10%

2006 Child Poverty: 15%

2006 Four Person Family                      
Median Income: $72,495 

Understanding Median 
Family Income Data

“Income” as used here simply means 
all sources of money—principally 
wages, but also salaries, rents, interest, 
dividends, and cash entitlements—
available to an individual or group. 
“Family” denotes a household of two or 
more related persons living together. 
So defined, about 80 percent of 
Wisconsinites live in families. Median 
income for four-person families is a key 
benchmark for the standard of living of 
working families. 

The “median” family is exactly at the 
middle of the income distribution—half 
of families have higher incomes and 
half have lower. Using the median 
(rather than the average) helps control 
for very high incomes that move 
averages up.

In this chapter, we turn our attention to the ways that wages and hours of work 
add up for families in the state. We provide key indicators—median family income 
and poverty—to draw a more complete picture of the standards of living for 

families in Wisconsin. Median family income allows us to see if overall economic 
growth is actually helping families at the middle of Wisconsin’s economy. Poverty data 
allow us to see if economic opportunity extends to those who need it most. 

The 21st-century income picture—both in the nation and the state—is bleak. Real 
income for families remains below the 2000 benchmark. Six years of economic 
growth in the nation and the state have been insufficient to get hard-working families 
back to the level they achieved in 2000. It now appears that we are sinking into the 
next recession before family income has recovered from the last one. Given that, 
it is not reasonable to expect income to get back to 2000 levels any time soon. 
Wisconsin families, especially women, commit more hours to work, and our income is 
slightly higher than national income as a result. But as gas and food prices climb and 
income falls, working Wisconsinites struggle harder each day to make ends meet. 

Not only is income stagnant, it is also increasingly unequal; the rising economic tide 
of recent years lifted only the rich. And the majority that has been left behind now 
faces the brunt of job instability and price increases. 

Nowhere is the struggle to make ends meet more apparent than for Wisconsin’s poor 
and low-income families. For them, stagnant income, unstable jobs, and increasing gas 
and food prices force painful choices between necessities like food, rent, and health care. 
Ten percent of Wisconsin residents and 15 percent of Wisconsin children live in poverty, 
a living standard that is so low that increasing national attention focuses on changing it. 
Equally distressing, nearly a quarter of Wisconsin residents live in families where their 
consistent commitment to work cannot provide them a decent standard of living. We 
provide data on these low-income working families in this chapter. 

median Family income still beloW  
the 2000 value
Showing inflation-adjusted median income data for four-person families from 1980-
2006, Table 4.1 offers insight on long-term and recent trends for both Wisconsin 
and the United States. Most noteworthy is the trend in the 21st century. For six years, 
Wisconsin median income has remained below the $78,123 high reached in 2000. 
The 2006 median, $72,495, puts families nearly $6,000 behind. Since the turn of the 
century, the annualized rate of income change in Wisconsin is -1.5 percent per year, 
a rate of decline nearly twice the national, and exceeding those in every state in the 
region except Michigan. 

Further back, the picture is less grim. Wisconsin income levels recovered from a 
sluggish performance in the 1980s to move ahead more rapidly in the 1990s. This 
pattern was repeated throughout the Midwest; like Wisconsin, our neighbors posted 
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slow growth in the 1980s and surged in the 1990s. Iowa was hit hardest during the 1980s, while Wisconsin, Michigan, Illinois, and 
Minnesota fared better. In the 1990s these same states posted growth rates significantly higher than national growth. For example, 
while the national annual growth rate of family income in the 1990s was 1.6 percent, Minnesota and Michigan grew at rates of 2.5 and 
2.1 percent, respectively. Wisconsin, Illinois, and Iowa grew more slowly, but still grew faster than the national rate. Of our neighboring 
states, only Ohio lagged national growth rates in the 1990s.

Table 4.1 also shows that 2006 median family income in Wisconsin ($72,495) just slightly exceeded national income ($70,354). Given that the 
state’s labor force participation so substantially exceeds the national rate (by almost 5 percentage points, as shown in Table 1.8), and that 
members of Wisconsin families (especially women) work more hours per year than the average American family, we’d expect the Wisconsin 
median family income to be substantially above national levels. With this perspective, our income advantage appears much more meager.

Family expenditure data shoWs Where the money goes
Annual expenditure data allow some insight into how family income is spent. These data, presented in Table 4.2, are not available at 
the state level, but are available for the Midwest region. It should come as no surprise that housing is the largest single category for 
expenditure: housing accounts for more than 30 percent of annual expenditures in the Midwest. More surprising, transportation costs 
account for 19 percent of personal expenditures in the region. These data, from 2006, account for expenditures before the recent 
surge in gas prices; the share of money spent on transportation is surely growing. Note that housing and transportation together 
consume one-half of family budgets in the Midwest. Personal insurance and pension is another significant area of expenditures (11 
percent of total), as is, increasingly, health care (6 percent). Energy costs alone (found across categories, including housing and 
transportation) account for 9 percent of total expenditures in the region. 

Given income stagnation and looming economic challenges, increasing attention must be paid to improving standards of living for 
Wisconsin families by reducing the cost of living. Making transportation more affordable and increasing energy efficiency of housing 
stock are two ways to put money back in the pockets of Wisconsin’s working families. 
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1980 1990 1995 2000 2003 2006

Wisconsin $58,358 $64,577 $66,508 $78,123 $75,653 $72,495

United States 56,685 61,988 65,272 72,858 71,359 70,354

Illinois 61,042 66,129 70,684 79,753 79,334 75,484

Indiana 56,012 59,370 62,353 72,683 71,267 67,787

Iowa 56,480 56,962 62,155 67,815 70,535 67,792

Michigan 59,038 65,120 69,565 80,482 75,206 72,591

Minnesota 59,159 64,351 71,458 82,605 84,119 81,477

Ohio 58,004 64,037 66,856 72,885 72,426 68,579

Average Annual Growth Rate

1980-2006 1980-1990 1990-2000 2000-2006

Wisconsin 0.8% 1.0% 1.9% -1.5%

United States 0.8 0.9 1.6 -0.7

Illinois 0.8 0.8 1.9 -1.1

Indiana 0.7 0.6 2.0 -1.4

Iowa 0.7 0.1 1.8 0.0

Michigan 0.8 1.0 2.1 -2.0

Minnesota 1.2 0.8 2.5 -0.3

Ohio 0.6 1.0 1.3 -1.2

Table 4.1
median income for four-person families, wisconsin, u.s., and peer states, 1980-2006
(2006 dollars)

Source: U.S. Census Bureau.

2000 2001 2002 2003 2004 2005 2006

Food 13.4% 12.8% 12.8% 12.6% 12.9% 12.8% 12.8%

Housing 30.5 31.5 31.1 31.4 31.0 31.4 32.5

Transportation 20.0 19.4 20.0 19.4 17.8 17.2 19.1

Health care 5.5 5.8 5.9 6.4 6.6 6.3 6.2

Entertainment 5.2 5.6 5.3 4.9 5.1 5.3 5.0

Personal insurance and pensions 8.9 9.7 10.0 10.7 11.3 11.6 11.5

Other 16.4 15.1 15.6 14.6 15.3 15.3 15.4

Total 100.0 100.0 100.0 100.0 100.0 100.0 100.0

Energy 6.8 7.5 6.6 7.4 7.6 8.4 9.0

Table 4.2
shares of average annual expenditures, midwest, 2000-2006

Source: Consumer Expenditure Survey, U.S. Bureau of Labor Statistics.
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poverty in Wisconsin 
To live in “poverty” means to survive on income that scarcely 
supports even the most minimal standard of living. A family of 
four is said to be in poverty if their income falls below $21,027 per 
year. The box on the next page offers a more thorough discussion 
of the history of the definition; the bottom line is that the 
income established by the federal poverty standard is woefully 
inadequate to cover basic needs, especially in urban areas. 

For most of the last generation, Wisconsin has posted relatively 
low poverty rates, as Figure 4.1 shows. This relatively low poverty 
rate was one of the strengths of our economy; a strength that 
appears to be fading. From 2000-04, poverty in Wisconsin grew 
substantially, and moved close to U.S. levels. More recent data, 
over 2004-06, shows a more positive trend, with Wisconsin falling 
back below national rates. In 2006, poverty in the state stood at 
10 percent; nearly 600,000 of the state’s residents faced the daily 
stress of impoverishment. The national rate in 2006 was just over 
12 percent.  

Children are much more likely to be poor than adults. Figure 4.2 
shows the poverty rate for children. As with the total poverty rate, 
the child poverty rate in the state has generally hovered below 

the national rate. In 2006, 15 percent of the state’s children lived 
in poverty. One-in-seven of the children in the state are growing 
up in situations of serious deprivation, many of them inadequately 
housed or fed and facing other stresses that are hard to carry, 
especially on such vulnerable shoulders.  

Given the inadequacy of the federal poverty line, some experts 
contend that the minimum amount a family needs to avoid 
substantial material stress and deprivation is, at the very least, 
twice as much. It has become common to use twice the poverty 
line to compute a more realistic estimate of how many people do 
not make enough money to sustain a decent standard of living. 
Figure 4.3 shows the evolution over time of the share of the 
population with total income below twice the poverty line. The 
proportion of people living below this threshold in Wisconsin 
from 1980-2006 has been much lower than the U.S. average most 
of the time. Although this is still the case today, the difference has 
become smaller in recent years. Figure 4.3 shows that one-of-four 
Wisconsinites currently live below this threshold.

These poverty data provide clear evidence that Wisconsin’s economy 
is not bringing opportunity to low-income families in the state. 
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Figure 4.1
poverty rate, wisconsin and u.s., 1980-2006

Source: U.S. Census Bureau.

Figure 4.2
child poverty rate, wisconsin and u.s., 1980-2006

Source: U.S. Census Bureau.
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Figure 4.3
population below twice the poverty line,  
wisconsin and u.s., 1980-2004

Source: U.S. Census Bureau.

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 the fact that food has fallen from 
one-third to one-fifth of a family budget; that shift means that the poverty threshold is more out of touch with family needs 
each year. Clearly, a new measurement needs to be adopted that takes into account increasing housing, transportation and 
health costs, and adjusts for regional cost-of-living differences.

In 1995, Congress asked the National Academy of Sciences (NAS) to create such a standard.  But only in the summer 
of 2008 did Congress begin hearings on the new measurement. Because the federal legislation is on such a slow track, 
New York City has moved ahead on its own, adopting standards similar to the NAS guidelines as a tool to develop future 
poverty-related policies. As former New York Senator Daniel Patrick Moynihan once said, “You can’t solve a problem until 
you can measure it.” Other cities and states have applauded New York’s action.

In the absence of federal reform, however, we are left with the outdated poverty line. 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.

Federal Poverty  
Thresholds, 2007

$10,787 for one individual under 65

$14,291 for a family of one parent and 
one child

$16,705 for a family of one parent 
and two children

$21,027 for a family of two parents 
and two children



42  incomE & povErty

Wisconsin’s Growing Income Inequality

rich see large gains, While poor and middle lag behind

Income inequality is growing in the United States and in Wisconsin, producing a widening chasm between the rich and poor. Since the 
late 1980s, Wisconsin’s richest residents have experienced dramatic increases in inflation-adjusted income, while gains for the majority 
of the population were sluggish. The state’s poor and middle-income residents gained little from the late 1980s to the mid-2000s, with 
inflation-adjusted income rising only 7 and 14 percent respectively. Over the same period, Wisconsin’s richest residents saw substantial 
gains in income, ending the period 36 percent ahead. As in the nation, a rising tide has lifted the earnings of Wisconsin’s upper-
income families and left middle and lower-income families behind. In fact, Wisconsin family income for the poorest quintile has grown 
lethargically compared to national family income for that group, seeing only 7 percent growth compared to 11 percent nationally over 
the period. 
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 United States

Historically, Wisconsin has had among the 
lowest levels of inequality in the nation, but 
its position is eroding. Currently, 10 states 
have more equal income distribution. In 
the late-1980s, Wisconsin and Iowa posted 
the most equal income distribution among 
Midwestern states, with the richest fifth 
of families earning 4.7 times the income of 
the poorest fifth of families. Wisconsin has 
now reached inequality levels comparable 
to those of the most unequal states in the 
1980s, with the richest families bringing in 
six times the income of the poorest families 
in the state. Though Wisconsin still looks 
more equal than many states in the region, 
inequality is growing throughout the region, 
as in the country. 
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The source for this information is Pulling Apart: Wisconsin’s Growing Income Inequality, a report produced by COWS and the 
Wisconsin Council on Children and Families. You can access the report online at www.cows.org/pdf/rp-pullapart-08.pdf.
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many Wisconsin Families WorK hard, 
but still can’t maKe ends meet
Wisconsin is home to thousands of people who work hard, but still struggle to make 
ends meet: cashiers, waiters, janitors, truck drivers, child-care workers, and nursing 
home aides. Their wages and benefits cannot sustain their families. For them, the 
basic promise of work—that hard work will lead to a decent life—is broken. 

In fact, 23 percent of all working families and 43 percent of minority working families 
in the state have too little money to meet basic needs. Table 4.3 provides an overview 
of how low-income working families in the state are faring compared to neighbors in 
the Midwest and to the nation as a whole. 

On some measures, Wisconsin performs relatively well. While 23 percent of working 
families in Wisconsin are low income, this is relatively low in the region. And despite 
declining health insurance coverage in the state, Wisconsin is in the top six states 
in terms in terms of health coverage for parents in low-income working families. But 
even our strong showing in this area leaves too many parents without insurance: 
more than one-in-five of Wisconsin’s low-income working parents have no health 
insurance coverage. 

Low-income families in the state are also challenged by high housing costs. More 
than half of all low-income working families in the state have housing costs that are 
considered “unaffordable”—that is, they consume more than one-third of a family’s 
income. On this measure, Wisconsin ranks in about the middle of states, in the 
Midwest and the nation as a whole.

WI Rank U.S. IL IN IA MI MN OH

% of working families that are low income 23% 12 29% 25% 27% 26% 25% 20% 26%

% of jobs in occupations with median annual pay below poverty 
threshold for family of four 19 16 22 20 23 26 22 16 20

% of workers not fully employed 8 28 8 8 8 7 12 8 9

% of minority working families that are low income 43 24 42 39 42 45 37 43 42

% of unemployed not receiving unemployment insurance 57 6 67 63 71 64 64 69 74

% of low income working families with housing more than 1/3 of 
income 55 28 58 65 51 43 60 58 55

% of income paid by lowest quintile families to state taxes 10 16 11 13 11 11 13 11 11

% of low income working families with parent without health 
insurance 22 6 39 31 32 32 28 27 28

% of poverty threshold up to which state provides Medicaid for 
working parents 192 4 n.a. 192 27 77 61 275 90

Table 4.3
indicators of economic stress on low-income working families in wisconsin, u.s., and peer states 

Sources: Working Poor Families Project, data generated by the Population Reference Bureau from American Community Survey (2005); Current Population Survey (2006); Department 
of Labor (2006); Kaiser Commission on Medicaid and the Uninsured (2006); Bureau of Labor Statistics Occupational Employment Statistics (2006); Institute of Taxation and Economic 
Policy (2003).

Defining Low-Income 
Working Family

In this section, “low-income working 
family” is defined as a family with 
an income below 200 percent the 
poverty line, as defined by U.S. 
Census Bureau. Recent analysis 
finds that families below 200 
percent of the poverty line often 
face serious problems making ends 
meet, thus 200 percent of the 
poverty line is used as a proxy for 
economic “self-sufficiency” or “family 
living standard.” 
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conclusion 
In the new century, economic growth has been unable to build median family income or reduce poverty. This is true nationally, in the 
region, and in Wisconsin. Given the growing probability of national recession, the weak performance of the first part of the century will 
only precede weaker performance for the next few years at least. Families are increasingly concerned about the economy and their 
own security in it. Rightly so, as this income and poverty data make abundantly clear.  

Skilled Workers, Quality Jobs

Two interconnected challenges are colliding in Wisconsin with potentially dire consequences for families and businesses. 
Demographic and workforce shifts are resulting in shortages of skilled workers for many industries, while at the same time 
many Wisconsinites aren’t receiving the education and training necessary to land a decent job with family-sustaining wages. 
A new report, Skilled Workers, Quality Jobs: Meeting the Needs of Wisconsin’s Workers and Businesses, addresses these two 
interrelated challenges and makes a series of policy recommendations to address them. 

You can access the report online at www.cows.org/pdf/rp-skilledworkersqualityjobs.pdf.



chapter 5: toward a stronger wisconsin

T his report has documented the many disturbing economic challenges 
confronting working Wisconsin. We suffer the same long-term trends that 
riddle the U.S. economy: wage stagnation, declining benefits like health 

insurance, and increasing poverty-wage job traps. And now, the slowdown in 
economic growth is fueling insecurity amid the stress of job loss, price increases, 
wage decline, and rising unemployment. These force continue to batter the nation, 
the Great Lakes region, and our state. 

The heavy weight of the relentless bad news leaves too many feeling that nothing 
can be done to turn the situation around, especially at the state level. Wisconsin 
has no power to alter the terms of globalization; national law constrains the state’s 
response to health care and labor policy; competition between the states generates 
destructive bidding wars in attempts to land new major employers. In this pessimistic 
view, the cards are stacked against the state; there’s little hope that state policy can 
really make any difference. 

In spite of the discouraging economic news documented here, we at the Center on 
Wisconsin Strategy are optimistic about Wisconsin and the ability of this state to set 
a new and more equitable course. Wisconsin can build that new course on the strong 
foundation provided by the state’s considerable assets, a foundation which includes:

the strong work ethic of the people of the state;•	

Wisconsin’s effective training and education infrastructure; and•	

Wisconsin’s proud and progressive history of policy leadership and innovation.•	

New solutions have already been forged, as Wisconsin has taken significant steps to 
increase security for working people. One example: in 2006, Wisconsin joined some 
20 other states in raising our minimum wage above the federal minimum. Recent 
federal increases have now surpassed our minimum, but for two years some 250,000 
of Wisconsin’s neediest workers had a raise thanks to the state’s minimum wage 
increase. 

Additionally, key education and training systems in the state of Wisconsin are 
increasingly focused on preparing and connecting “qualified workers for quality 
jobs”—a simple enough phrase, but one implying critical changes in training and 
education as a state. Wisconsin’s RISE Partnership focuses on building the skills 
of low-income adults in order to connect them to family-supporting work (see the 
sidebar at right for more information). With support from the National Governors 
Association, key public and private sector leaders in the state are innovating to 
ensure that Wisconsin’s education and training connects more directly to our 
economic success. 

RISE Partnership for 
Wisconsin

The RISE (Regional Industry 
Skills Education) Partnership is a 
collaboration led by the Wisconsin 
Technical College System and the 
Wisconsin Department of Workforce 
Development focused on improving 
educational, occupational, and wage 
outcomes for Wisconsin’s 710,000 
low-income working adults. RISE 
promotes stronger connections 
between employers and our training 
and education system, so that workers 
can get the skills they need to move 
ahead. For more information on the 
RISE Partnership, go to  
www.risepartnership.org.
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Private sector leadership and partnership will be essential to moving our economy forward. Important efforts are underway within 
Wisconsin’s major economic regions to get local public institutions better aligned with each other, and in better conversation with the 
local business community. This is reflected in many regional efforts, including Milwaukee 7, New North (which includes Green Bay and 
the Fox River Valley), Thrive (encompassing South-Central Wisconsin), and many others.

Further, the state is also increasingly targeting its economic development assistance and reform efforts on the foundations of our 
economy: our industries—from core industries like farming and manufacturing, to emerging ones like biosciences and clean energy 
clusters. And the state is grappling with the challenge of global climate change, working toward energy independence through 
efficiency and clean energy. These efforts leverage our existing forests and farms, and hold real promise for rural Wisconsin as well.

Many of these innovations have their origin or gain support from the state’s consistent attention to economic development through the 
Grow Wisconsin initiative. Governor Doyle’s most recent Grow Wisconsin plan, his third, emphasizes investment in a stronger economy 
and in access for workers to the technical college system that can build their skills. (For more on the latest Grow Wisconsin plan, see 
the box above.) 

These are all important steps toward a stronger Wisconsin. But we should not yet be satisfied. Working families face more difficult 
times today than they did two years ago, and pressures in the economy are growing. If, as a state, we seek to build broad and 
sustainable prosperity and inclusive growth, then we should take some active steps. This year, learning from innovation across the 
nation, we offer a list of policies to move the state forward.

Grow Wisconsin—The Next Steps

In January 2008, Governor Doyle released the third of his Grow Wisconsin plans. Grow Wisconsin—The Next Steps, 
provides a plan to grow Wisconsin’s economy while investing in the skills of Wisconsin workers. This plan includes 
important policy proposals including:

$1.5 million in Opportunity Grants to provide low-wage adults with extra support to access post-secondary education. •	
Grants of up to $1,000 annually will be made available to adults not currently eligible for technical college financial aid 
for technical training in high-demand occupations.

$240,000 directed towards Skills Jump Start Pilot Training Grants. These grants will support creation of pilot curricula •	
at technical colleges to promote occupationally contextualized adult basic education.

$3 million for expansion of Worker Training Partnerships between Wisconsin Technical College System and area •	
businesses to train an estimated 30,000 workers over the next two years.

Support for an increase in Wisconsin’s minimum wage from $6.50 per hour to the July 2009 scheduled federal rate of •	
$7.25 per hour.

The full report can be accessed at http://www.wisgov.state.wi.us/docview.asp?docid=12933.
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policies For a stronger Wisconsin
Wisconsin faces real economic challenges, but policy innovation and new partnerships will allow us to build a stronger and more 
inclusive economy. Here we suggest some concrete measures that can significantly improve the quality of life for working Wisconsin. 
Our ideas include ones that will save Wisconsin families money, expand our job base, enhance job quality in the state, and build 
security for working families. 

boost Family income by cutting energy and transportation costs

Sky-rocketing fuel costs stretch family budgets, raising the frightening prospect for some of choosing between heat and food this 
winter. Auditing and retrofitting homes for energy efficiency is an easy, cost-effective way to reduce family energy bills and reduce 
pollution from energy production at the same time. Energy efficiency technology is Wisconsin’s greatest energy resource, and 
Wisconsin should invest in it now. In California, state policy has for decades championed energy efficiency, holding energy use per 
person flat while other states have seen use rise dramatically. Like California, Wisconsin can and should take dramatic steps today to 
secure a cleaner and more efficient future. The state can do this by passing robust appliance energy efficiency standards and high-
performance building codes, and by investing in programs that streamline the retrofitting process, provide technical assistance, and 
lower installation costs, particularly in low-income housing.

Spiraling costs point to the need for reforms in transportation as well. Stuck in our auto-dependent system, workers must spend an 
increasing share of their incomes just to get to work. And as gas tax revenues fall, there is more pressure on property and income 
taxpayers to subsidize road construction and maintenance. Wisconsin workers need a more efficient approach to transportation that 
involves fixing the transportation infrastructure we have before we build more, and investing in transit and bike and pedestrian facilities, 
which can reduce the need for ever-more-costly fuels and roadway infrastructure. The Legislature in 2009 will consider enabling local 
governments to form Regional Transportation Authorities to better organize and fund transit systems, a step that would lead to more 
money-saving choices for workers and businesses. 

In the context of declining family income, one concrete way to improve the standard of living is to reduce the cost of living. Strategies 
to pursue efficiency in energy and transportation will pay off for working families and the planet.

Milwaukee Energy Efficiency (Me2)

COWS is working with the city of Milwaukee and the local energy utility, We Energies, to design a program called 
Milwaukee Energy Efficiency (Me2) that will provide customers with an improved offer for energy efficiency services. 
At press time, the program is still being developed, with a target pilot rollout of early 2009. The program will provide 
upfront money for energy efficiency improvements for homeowners, renters, and businesses. Participants will pay for 
the improvements on their utility bills, at a rate that allows them to see a net decrease in their costs right away, and 
a substantial drop over time as energy rates rise and the Me2 costs are repaid. Residents and businesses will save 
money, and the work will create jobs that can’t be outsourced. Use of scarce, dirty, imported fossil fuels will decline. To 
expand the pilot to the rest of the city and other areas in the state, Me2’s stakeholders may pursue enabling legislation 
during the 2009 General Assembly session. 
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build Wisconsin’s green Future, and maKe our existing economy greener 

Wisconsin has already taken some important steps to connect to emerging green opportunities. Economic and workforce investments 
in bioenergy and biofuels are two clear examples. But Wisconsin can and should do more. We need to ensure that the Wisconsin 
bio-industry benefits Wisconsin workers by encouraging co-ops and local ownership, and by insisting on environmental and job quality 
standards for biofuel and bioenergy production facilities. Our agriculture and forestry sectors could provide feedstock for bioindustry, 
but producers need assistance identifying markets and organizing transportation. Our manufacturing base could be a key supplier to 
emerging industries like wind turbine and solar thermal and photovoltaic production, but they too need accurate information about 
the market and industry. The state can help provide that information and build the clean energy supply chains that could revitalize our 
economy. The state can also help coordinate workforce development for these growing industries by investing in regional job training 
partnerships and building greener career pathways for Wisconsin workers.

But the green future for the state is not just about emerging technologies like wind and solar power. All industries, including those 
that provide our existing job base, can make strides in becoming both greener and more productive. State support to expand energy 
efficiency technology should focus on industrial and commercial sites as well as homes. Reducing energy use by increasing efficiency 
will save companies money. In addition, as transportation costs continue to rise, the state can work with businesses to reduce costs via 
local sourcing. Finally, the state can lead the way in strengthening the market for renewable energy technologies by implementing the 
recommendations of the Governor’s Task Force on Global Warming, which calls for increasing the state renewable portfolio standard. 

build the sKills oF WorKers to Keep Wisconsin competitive

Already some of the state’s best employers cannot find skilled workers in key occupations. This situation will only grow as baby 
boomers move into retirement. At the same time, hard-working Wisconsinites don’t have the skills they need to connect with emerging 
opportunities. Public and private sector leaders across the state are taking on the challenge of building a stronger bridge between 
our education and training system and employers. The state should continue to innovate and invest in this area by supporting the 
development of “sector strategies” where industry leaders identify key workforce challenges and develop solutions to them in 
partnership with key education and training providers. The state’s own Wisconsin Regional Training Partnership, based in Milwaukee, 
is a national model of this work. Wisconsin’s RISE partnership, regional economic development partnerships, and the increasing focus 
on sector strategies will help move the state forward. In this work, we can look to Pennsylvania and Washington, states that have 
developed strong and integrated economic and workforce development systems. 

raise and strengthen the Wage Floor

A strong minimum wage is critical to working Wisconsin. Already 10 states index their minimum wage to inflation. Wisconsin could join 
these states. 

We should increase resources for enforcing wage and hour standards. Most employers operate well above reasonable and legal 
standards, but some bad actors routinely violate the law. When essential labor standards are overlooked or violated for any workers, 
labor standards are weakened for many workers. Responding to documentation of widespread violation of wage and hour standards in 
key industries, New York has strengthened enforcement capacity. 

Another way to strengthen the wage floor is to make it easier to identify employers that chronically violate it. The state should shine 
a spotlight on chronic violators by gathering publicly-available data on violations of occupational safety and health, wage and hour, 
and other labor laws. An on-line database could bring more attention to violators, providing important information for businesses, 
governments or individuals, and providing extra incentive to uphold labor standards. Again, New York and other states are innovating 
in this area. 
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put Job quality at the center oF state economic development

At all levels of government, from local to the state, elected and administrative leaders should focus more on building stronger job 
quality. For example, local political and community leaders should give careful consideration to the job and benefit standards in Tax 
Incremental Financing (TIF) and other economic development schemes. State grants, tax credits, and other supports should support 
the creation and viability of jobs that provide a decent standard of wages and benefits. State leaders should carefully consider 
wage and benefit quality when extending grants, loans, training, or other supports. And the state should follow up to make sure that 
promised wage and benefit standards are being met. 

Public sector purchasing power should also enforce and support job quality in the state. As the public sector seeks competitive bids 
for the provision of services, we should pay careful attention to the job quality offered by prospective providers. A low bid from a 
provider whose workers are likely to end up on Medicaid may actually cost the state more than a higher bid from an employer offering 
better jobs. Further, the state should never contract with chronic violators of basic labor law. 

promote better WorK/liFe balance by securing paid Family leave and paid sicK days  
For WorKers

Wisconsin has a strong work ethic and the sixth highest rate of women’s work in the nation. Our hard-working women are too often 
squeezed by family and employer demands. Paid family leave allows workers to care for themselves or family members in times of need. 
Just this year, New Jersey became the third state to enact paid family leave. 

When they get sick, the vast majority of low-wage workers face an unattractive choice: take time off and lose income, or go to work and 
hope for the best. Enacting paid sick leave requirements would support these workers and level the playing field for businesses already 
providing this benefit.

support WorKing Wisconsinites With quality child care

Wisconsin’s child care subsidy program, Wisconsin Shares, helps low-income working families pay for child care. The state has 
consistently upheld its commitment to this important program, which supports the work of parents and the development of children. 
But the program’s success and reach have led to funding shortfalls that threaten the structure of the program. Wisconsin Shares should 
continue to be funded in ways to ensure that all eligible parents can secure this critical work support. 

 In addition to committing this funding, the state should address the vast disparity in the quality of child care providers across the 
state. If we are to fully realize the potential social and economic benefits of child care, we must ensure that all families have access to 
quality care. The state should follow North Carolina’s example and implement a quality ratings system to help families make good child 
care choices, and should create financial incentives that reward high quality providers and promote improvement for low quality providers.

continue expanding health insurance coverage

Wisconsin has relatively high rates of health insurance coverage, not only because of high rates of labor force participation and 
employer provided insurance, but also because many families are covered by the state’s own BadgerCare health insurance program. 
The recent enactment of BadgerCare Plus takes the state one step closer to broader coverage. 



Nevertheless, while Wisconsin currently allows all families with children to buy in to 
its BadgerCare program, access to fully subsidized Medicaid and SCHIP coverage 
extends only to families below 185 percent of the federal poverty level (FPL).  
Washington, Vermont and Massachusetts have recently extended Medicaid/SCHIP 
coverage to families making up to 300 percent FPL and Governor Rod Blagojevich 
in Illinois has written an executive order expanding access to all families under 400 
percent FPL.   

Almost all children in the state and many parents, including farmers and the self-
employed, could be covered by the BadgerCare expansion, but the state should 
seek to expand Medicaid/SCHIP eligibility and promote the existing program to 
ensure that the state’s children and families are fully insured. The commitment to a 
fully insured Wisconsin also necessitates that the state extend its public insurance 
programs to uninsured poor adults without children, a population BadgerCare 
currently fails to adequately address. 

promote retirement security through universal 
voluntary retirement accounts

U.S. personal savings rates are at their lowest rate since the Great Depression, with 
average households actually incurring debt equal to 1% of their income each year.  
Social Security is insufficient to meet the retirement needs of many households 
and the U.S. tax code promotes savings where incentives are needed least, among 
wealthy Americans.  As traditional fixed benefit pension plans become rarer, the 
lack of savings in lower and middle income U.S. households is becoming more 
and more a crisis. Simply put, these families will not have the income they need to 
retire comfortably. One step in the right direction is Universal Voluntary Retirement 
Accounts, which are state-run, defined contribution plans available to all workers. 
These accounts make it easier for lower and middle-income workers to increase their 
retirement savings and secure their futures. Washington State is a leader in this area, 
and Wisconsin should emulate it. 

conclusion
The economic challenges that confront us require response at the state, regional, 
and national levels. Here we have offered a number of concrete steps Wisconsin can 
take to build a stronger and more inclusive economic future. Progressive thinkers are 
putting together similar proposals on a national scale. The Economic Policy Institute 
has recently released a report with a detailed national economic plan which takes on 
key national issues (see sidebar, at left). 

Current economic news presents a significant challenge. But we are optimistic about 
Wisconsin and our ability to do better for workers, employers, and communities 
throughout the state. 

Economic Policy 
Institute: A Plan to 
Revive the American 
Economy 

EPI’s Shared Prosperity project has 
developed solutions to our country’s 
most difficult economic problems. 
From this work, they’ve compiled A 
Plan to Revive the American Economy. 
Among the suggestions:

A health care proposal that •	
combines the best elements 
of the current employer-based 
system and the Medicare model 
to create big savings, offer more 
choices, and guarantee affordable 
coverage to all U.S. residents. 

Careful support for research and •	
development and government 
help to make manufacturers who 
locate production in the United 
States more efficient, productive, 
and profitable.

Family-friendly workforce policies •	
that have proven successful in 
other countries.

For more on the ongoing effort to 
build a better way forward, see  
www.SharedProsperity.org.
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Frequently Used  
Abbreviations

BLS: U.S. Bureau of Labor Statistics

CPS: Current Population Survey

CPS oRG: Outgoing Rotation Group 
of the Current Population Survey

doL: Department of Labor

ePI: Economic Policy Institute

GSP: Gross State Product

nBeR: National Bureau of Economic 
Research

UI: Unemployment Insurance

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 
is identified below the figure or table in question. In this section we define the 

abbreviations used in tables and figures to refer to our sources, discuss those sources 
for which some methodological detail and description are required, and explain some 
other methodological issues. 

the current population survey 
Our primary source is annual compilations of the Current Population Survey (CPS), 
which is conducted jointly by the U.S. Bureau of Labor Statistics (BLS) and the U.S. 
Bureau of the Census. 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 U.S. 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. 

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 
aged 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 we use in our 
analyses. Here, we group individuals into four educational categories: high school 
dropouts, 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 13–15 to the third, and 
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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 dropouts, 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 second year 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 those with some college 
into those who have 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. 

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, and on earnings, all 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 the Florida 
State University. They use the CPS ORG 
for their calculations. 

other sources 
We have used data on employment levels 
from the Current Employment Statistics 
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 U.S. 
Bureau of Economic Analysis (BEA). 

For data on the population, and on the 
race and ethnic breakdown thereof, we 
have used the U.S. Decennial Censuses.

The data on consumer expenditures 
reported in Chapter 4 are from the BLS’s 
Consumer Expenditure Survey. 

Data on white and black poverty in the 
Milwaukee metro area (classified as 
Milwaukee-West Allis-Waukesha) are from 
Living Cities Census Plus, available from 
the Brookings Institute, at www.brookings.
edu/projects/Living-Cities.aspx. 

Data on white and black poverty in 
Wisconsin and other states come from the 
American Community Survey (ACS), at 
www.census.gov/acs/www/index.html. 

Data on Wisconsin high school graduation 
rates are from the Alliance for Excellent 
Education, at www.all4ed.org. 

Data on 2007 education mathematics 
assessment test outcomes come from the 
U.S. Department of Education, Institute 
of Education Services, National Center 
for Education Statistics, and the National 
Assessment of Education.

Data on incarceration rates by race are 
from The Sentencing Project, Washington, 
D.C., based on U.S. Bureau of Justice 
Statistics data, at  
www.sentencingproject.org. 

For the analysis of low-wage job traps 
in Chapter 3 we have used a 5 percent 
sample of wage records drawn from the UI 
data files maintained by DWD. A worker’s 
quarterly wage record was included in 

this sample if he or she held that same 
job in the previous and following quarters. 
This was done in order to ensure that the 
quarterly earnings reported represent 
earnings for a full quarter of work, not just 
some part of that quarter. 

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 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.
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Appendix Table Sources

Regional Income, earnings, and  
Poverty:   
American Community Survey

Population: U.S. Census Bureau

Total Civilian Labor Force: 
Wisconsin Department of Workforce 
Development (DWD)

Labor Force Participation Rate: DWD

Total employment in manufacturing: 
BLS Quarterly Census of Employment 
and Wages (QCEW), through DWD

Unemployment Rate: Local Area 
Unemployment Statistics (LAUS) 
program, through DWD

T hroughout this edition of The State of Working Wisconsin, we present 
aggregate data on a variety of economic indicators—that is, data that tells us 
about the entire state. However, in many cases it is also possible to provide 

information for individual Wisconsin cities, counties, or other regions (Metropolitan 
Statistical Areas or Primary Metropolitan Statistical Areas). This helps fill out our 
picture of how workers are doing in different parts of the state. 

In the first table in this appendix we provide data on income, earnings, and poverty 
for three counties, one city, and two MSAs, for which sample sizes were large 
enough to be reliable. In the second table we provide data on population, labor force, 
manufacturing employment, and unemployment for each of the 72 counties in Wisconsin. 

Median 
Family 
Income

Median  
Earnings of 
All Workers

Median Earnings for Full-
Time, Year-Round Workers

Percent of 
Families in 

Poverty

Percent of  
Female- 
Headed  

Households 
in Poverty

Percent of 
Children in 

Povertymen Women 

United States  $58,526  $30,613  $42,210  $32,649 9.8% 28.6% 18.3%

Wisconsin  60,634  30,207  42,465  31,579 7.3 29 14.9

Dane County  77,523  33,433  49,017  37,466 3.4 21.4 9.2

Milwaukee County  51,679  30,440  41,189  33,646 14.1 35.8 27.6

Milwaukee City  38,840  26,431  36,139  31,287 21.6 43 38.5

Waukesha County  83,250  38,399  56,095  39,214 2.7 15.8 4.7

Milwaukee-Racine-
Waukesha MSA  63,853  32,594  47,150  35,459 9.3 31.9 19.3

Appleton-Oshkosh-
Neenah MSA  63,641  30,818  46,173  31,502 5.8 26.6 13.0

income, earnings, and poverty by selected wisconsin regions, 2006



Population Civilian Labor Force
Labor Force  
Participation 

Rate
2007

Manufacturing  
Employment Unemployment Rate

2007 2000 2007
% change  

2000-2007 2000 2007
march  
2001

may  
2006

may 
2008

Wisconsin 5,601,640 2,992,250 3,089,321 3.2% 70.2% 594,389 5.0% 4.5% 4.2%
Adams 20,675 8,891 10,531 18.4 61.8 396 398 6.2 5.8 4.7
Ashland 16,296 8,920 9,528 6.8 72.7 1,586 1,365 7.6 6.5 5.1
Barron 45,606 25,006 25,297 1.2 66.5 6,691 5,558 7.0 4.8 4.5
Bayfield 15,039 7,728 8,540 10.5 65.2 198 171 8.1 5.1 5.5
Brown 243,132 131,498 137,430 4.5 72.7 29,090 27,138 4.1 4.5 4.1
Buffalo 13,812 7,883 9,179 16.4 81.3 340 308 5.6 3.5 3.0
Burnett 16,321 7,800 8,545 9.6 61.9 1,043 912 6.6 5.1 5.9
Calumet 44,323 24,167 25,640 6.1 72.5 5,691 3,594 4.2 3.7 3.6
Chippewa 60,402 30,038 34,095 13.5 72.4 6,769 5,299 6.7 4.4 4.0
Clark 33,490 17,563 18,631 6.1 72.7 3,054 3,019 8.8 4.4 4.8
Columbia 55,280 29,900 31,755 6.2 73.1 4,855 4,766 5.3 4.2 4.1
Crawford 16,998 9,153 10,919 19.3 82.1 1,983 1,810 7.0 4.7 3.9
Dane 476,785 266,201 289,695 8.8 77.7 30,725 27,161 3.0 3.2 3.0
Dodge 87,786 47,594 47,109 -1.0 70.8 13,173 10,274 5.2 4.7 4.2
Door 27,811 16,487 16,706 1.3 66.7 1,993 2,317 7.0 4.5 4.4
Douglas 43,721 22,803 23,229 1.9 66.3 1,269 1,293 6.2 4.6 4.9
Dunn 42,329 22,546 25,186 11.7 72.8 2,168 2,503 5.2 3.9 3.6
Eau Claire 97,406 53,322 56,327 5.6 72.3 5,702 5,935 4.3 3.9 3.6
Florence 4,768 2,623 2,539 -3.2 57.5 241 226 5.9 5.7 4.7
Fond du Lac 99,124 55,890 56,357 0.8 70.9 14,130 10,807 4.7 4.4 4.0
Forest 9,807 4,649 5,305 14.1 66.7 433 349 8.3 5.6 5.1
Grant 48,792 27,520 28,380 3.1 70.6 3,296 2,439 6.6 4.0 3.9
Green 35,727 20,094 20,881 3.9 72.9 3,206 3,284 5.4 4.3 3.8
Green Lake 18,735 10,753 10,495 -2.4 67.6 1,765 1,527 6.6 5.0 4.6
Iowa 23,561 13,681 14,391 5.2 76.3 738 635 5.0 3.8 3.8
Iron 6,307 3,272 3,082 -5.8 51.9 394 269 9.5 7.1 7.2
Jackson 19,856 9,828 10,091 2.7 67.3 844 886 8.4 4.9 4.2
Jefferson 80,213 43,357 43,783 1.0 69.0 12,272 9,770 4.4 4.4 3.9
Juneau 26,548 12,838 14,101 9.8 68.5 2,934 1,989 7.9 5.2 4.4
Kenosha 162,921 81,103 82,961 2.3 67.3 12,689 9,316 5.6 5.0 4.8
Kewaunee 20,533 11,641 11,887 2.1 70.2 2,134 2,032 4.4 4.3 3.6
La Crosse 111,411 61,520 63,777 3.7 71.9 10,148 9,003 4.5 3.5 3.4
Lafayette 15,819 9,203 9,398 2.1 73.0 620 522 5.4 3.8 3.1
Langlade 20,302 10,816 10,726 -0.8 61.8 1,730 1,831 7.3 5.5 4.9
Lincoln 29,659 16,184 15,682 -3.1 64.7 4,030 3,352 6.4 5.3 5.0
Manitowoc 80,928 47,115 46,110 -2.1 68.7 13,346 11,134 5.4 4.7 4.2
Marathon 129,958 72,256 75,253 4.1 71.7 18,936 17,901 5.3 4.1 4.3
Marinette 42,571 22,525 22,200 -1.4 61.1 6,615 6,475 7.2 5.5 5.0
Marquette 14,982 7,546 8,275 9.7 65.8 1,186 1,270 9.1 5.5 4.6
Menominee 4,616 1,642 1,689 2.9 53.6 n.a. n.a. 9.2 10.3 9.1
Milwaukee 951,252 477,830 458,299 -4.1 65.0 81,820 60,501 5.2 5.8 5.1
Monroe 43,112 21,691 25,818 19.0 76.8 3,561 3,871 5.6 4.1 3.4
Oconto 37,466 19,465 20,610 5.9 65.6 3,071 2,323 5.9 5.4 4.9
Oneida 36,243 19,775 20,190 2.1 63.4 1,955 1,419 7.5 4.9 4.9
Outagamie 173,703 93,455 96,412 3.2 71.9 20,710 19,519 4.5 4.6 4.0
Ozaukee 85,602 47,644 48,874 2.6 70.9 12,619 9,903 3.2 3.5 3.2
Pepin 7,383 3,925 4,286 9.2 70.7 n.a. 129 6.1 3.8 3.4
Pierce 39,577 22,883 23,782 3.9 74.0 1,009 995 4.3 3.6 4.0
Polk 44,265 22,770 24,541 7.8 67.8 4,361 4,037 7.3 5.0 4.7
Portage 68,272 38,789 41,821 7.8 74.3 6,265 4,743 5.2 4.6 3.9
Price 14,465 8,392 8,692 3.6 66.2 2,360 2,446 7.5 6.4 4.6
Racine 195,099 99,746 99,366 -0.4 67.1 23,693 17,975 5.8 5.4 5.1
Richland 18,142 9,637 10,400 7.9 71.4 1,750 1,715 5.8 4.3 4.0
Rock 159,623 82,813 84,300 1.8 68.1 18,530 13,768 5.7 4.7 6.1
Rusk 14,655 7,925 7,728 -2.5 62.0 2,228 1,820 7.8 5.8 6.3
St. Croix 81,131 38,009 35,742 -6.0 76.8 7,317 6,295 5.3 4.1 4.0
Sauk 58,477 33,288 9,622 -71.1 74.9 6,798 6,729 4.8 4.2 3.7
Sawyer 17,088 8,446 9,622 13.9 68.6 543 652 8.7 5.3 5.1
Shawano 41,072 22,098 23,010 4.1 69.0 2,382 1,999 5.8 4.6 4.3
Sheboygan 114,504 64,523 46,897 -27.3 72.1 26,972 23,120 3.7 4.1 3.9
Taylor 19,312 11,005 10,919 -0.8 69.3 3,054 2,580 8.2 4.3 6.4
Trempealeau 27,815 15,456 17,305 12.0 79.3 5,006 5,422 6.9 3.8 3.3
Vernon 29,014 14,388 15,133 5.2 66.4 777 829 6.4 4.4 3.9
Vilas 22,083 10,983 12,214 11.2 64.4 567 500 8.6 4.9 4.9
Walworth 100,800 54,128 56,317 4.0 70.6 9,485 8,902 4.3 3.9 3.9
Washburn 16,682 8,017 8,054 0.5 56.6 1,072 1,010 8.2 5.2 5.4
Washington 128,211 70,000 74,452 6.4 73.0 16,359 13,883 4.2 4.1 3.7
Waukesha 379,333 211,068 217,945 3.3 72.3 54,371 48,156 3.6 3.7 3.4
Waupaca 52,045 27,869 28,077 0.7 67.0 5,586 5,258 5.3 4.5 4.5
Waushara 24,766 11,819 13,838 17.1 70.3 766 1,109 6.3 5.2 4.3
Winnebago 162,154 89,875 92,882 3.3 72.4 30,692 24,206 3.8 4.3 4.0
Wood 73,944 40,989 40,457 -1.3 66.2 9,162 6,382 6.5 5.0 4.5
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