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ExEcutivE Summary  1ExEcutivE Summary

The most brutal economic decline since the Great Depression grinds on, bringing working people little to celebrate this Labor 
Day, 2010. Since its start in December 2007, the Great Recession has pummeled working people with job losses, long-term 
unemployment, and housing foreclosures. Banks, saved just two years ago by the American taxpayer, are now turning handsome 

profits (and paying big bonuses on them), and other corporate reports show a return to profitability as well. But on the indicators that 
matter most to this nation’s workers, the recession goes on, unrelenting. The nation has lost more than 7.7 million jobs and job growth is 
glacial. Unemployment hovers at 9.5 percent and underemployment at 16 percent, as high as many workers have ever seen it. 

Wisconsin is reeling along with the rest of the nation. Our economic outlook two years ago was weak: 
construction and manufacturing were already on the decline, the job market was shrinking, and family incomes were falling. Then, in 
September 2008 the financial crisis sent markets into a tailspin and Wisconsin’s economy lost an average of 16,000 jobs per month for 
the next half year. Manufacturing and construction plummeted. State government receipts dropped. Communities experienced lay-offs, 
downsizing, and complete shut-downs. Unemployment in the state nearly doubled. 

The State of Working Wisconsin 2010 uses the best and most recent data available to help refine our understanding of exactly how 
Wisconsin is doing in this recession economy and in the longer term. COWS has released The State of Working Wisconsin biennially 
since 1996. In this, our eighth edition, the economic picture for working people is as grim as we have ever reported.

A Lost DecADe?  
DIsMAL trenDs for Jobs AnD IncoMe In the 2000s
Families were already in a weak position at the start of the recession in December 2007. At that point, neither the labor market nor 
family income had fully recovered from the 2001 recession. Then the Great Recession started. By early 2010, some summarized the 
2000s as a “lost decade.” The U.S. economy has not produced such weak results since the Great Depression. The two recessions in this 
decade took their toll, leaving the state (like the nation) with fewer jobs in 2010 than in 2000. Family income also fell over the decade, 
an anomaly in the last thirty years.
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Unemployment 
Rate

Underemployment 
Rate

All 8% 15%

     White 7 13

     Black 24 33

     Hispanic 16 25

wisconsin manufacturing employment, 1998-2010
(seasonally adjusted)

unemployment and underemployment rates,  
wisconsin, 2009 
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WIsconsIn Job MArket hArD hIt,  
one In four MAnufActurIng Jobs gone

Wisconsin has 155,200 fewer jobs than it did at the start of the 
recession. That’s a loss of five percent of the total job base — one 
in twenty of the state’s jobs. 

The jobs deficit is even higher — 205,190 jobs — accounting for 
the growth of the Wisconsin workforce since the start of the 
recession (1.7 percent).

Jobs have grown over the past eight months, but the pace set by 
this weak growth will not overcome the jobs gap for years.

one in four manufacturing jobs have been lost in Wisconsin 
this decade.

•	 In 2000, Wisconsin had some 600,000 manufacturing jobs. 
During the 2001 recession, the manufacturing base fell to 
500,000. In this recession, it fell further to under 430,000. 

uneMpLoyMent AnD unDereMpLoyMent up, 
especIALLy hIgh AMong bLAcks In WIsconsIn

Unemployment in Wisconsin doubled to a high of 8.9 percent 
over the course of the Great Recession, but decreased to 7.8 
percent by July 2010. 

Underemployment in the state is 15 percent. This includes 
unemployed workers, those who have given up looking for work, 
and workers who have part-time jobs but want full-time work. 

Nearly one in four african american workers in Wisconsin is 
unemployed. 

•	 Black unemployment — 24 percent — is more than three 
times the rate of whites — 7 percent — and far exceeds the 
national black unemployment rate. 

one in three of the state’s black workers is underemployed.

hispanic workers are suffering high unemployment and 
underemployment rates (16 and 25 percent, respectively). 
These rates are twice those posted by whites in the state. 
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Percent Earning Poverty Wages

All Workers 23.0%

White Men 16.7

Black Men 22.4

White Women 26.3

Black Women 30.7

WIsconsIn WAge groWth WeAk AnD 
substAntIAL WAge InequALIty by genDer, rAce, 
AnD ethnIcIty contInues

Wisconsin’s 2009 median wage: $15.87 per hour. 

•	 Wages have recovered some over the past two years, but 
remain just at 2005 levels. 

•	 Adjusting for inflation, the Wisconsin median wage is 
less than one dollar per hour higher than it was thirty 
years ago, in spite of substantial gains in productivity and 
education over those three decades.

Wisconsin women earn $0.81 for every dollar men earn in the 
state.

•	 Women’s median wage, $14.45 per hour, is 19 percent lower 
than men’s median hourly wage of $17.94. 

african americans and hispanics in the state earn significantly 
lower wages.

•	 With a median wage of $13.10 per hour, Wisconsin’s blacks 
earn $3.20 per hour less than whites, for a median black/
white wage gap of 20 percent. 

•	 The Hispanic median of $12.25 per hour is $4.05 per hour — 
or fully 25 percent — less than the white median. 

More thAn one In fIve WIsconsIn Workers 
In poverty-WAge Jobs, sufferIng LoW WAges 
AnD WeAk benefIts

In 2009, 23 percent of Wisconsin workers earned less than 
$10.46 per hour (the hourly wage required to keep a family of 
four above the poverty line, if working full-time, all year, with no 
time off).

•	 Nearly one in three black women in the state and one in four 
white women work in poverty-wage jobs. 

Just over one in four workers in poverty-wage jobs get health 
insurance through work, compared to two-thirds of workers with 
higher wages.

Just 21 percent of poverty-wage workers participate in a 
pension plan in the state, while more than 60 percent of workers 
with higher wages do. Source: EPI analysis of CPS Annual Social and Economic Supplement data.

Source: COWS analysis of CPS ORG data.

Source: COWS analysis of CPS data.
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key WIsconsIn strengths, 
noW AnD Into the future
Economic news for workers in Wisconsin and the nation is 
dispiriting. But Wisconsin brings key strengths to face the 
challenges:

•	 With Indiana, Wisconsin has the highest concentration of 
workers in the manufacturing sector in the nation. 
The manufacturing sector has been hard hit by trends in the 
last decade, and Wisconsin has suffered losses with the rest 
of the nation. Our manufacturing base remains substantial, 
however, providing jobs for 15 percent of the workforce and 
accounting for some one-fifth of the total state economy. 
Only Indiana has as high a share of its workforce in 
manufacturing. 

•	 The Wisconsin workforce maintains a strong work ethic. 
Wisconsin adults are more likely to work than in many states. 
This is especially true of women in the state, whose rate of 
labor force participation (66 percent) substantially exceeds 
the national rate (59 percent).

•	 Wisconsin technical colleges deliver graduates and wages. 
Wisconsin’s technical college system pays off for employers 
and workers in the state. Our adult workforce has nearly 
twice the share of workers with vocational associate 
degrees, and those workers earn higher wages than their 
national counterparts. 

MovIng to A stronger econoMy for 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.

•	 Make high job quality essential to state economic development.

•	 Raise and strengthen the wage floor. 

•	 Embrace the opportunity provided by federal health care reform.

•	 Expand foreclosure mitigation programs.

•	 Maintain and improve the state retirement system. 

Wisconsin United States

MEDIAN WAGE
Associate Degree $17.40 $16.96

     Occupational/Vocational 17.24 16.82

     Academic 17.81 17.08

SHARE OF WORKFORCE
Associate Degree

     Occupational/Vocational 8.8% 4.6%

     Academic 4.4 5.7

technical college degrees deliver in wisconsin
(2009 dollars)

Source: COWS analysis of CPS ORG data.
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WI jobs lost since December 
2007: 155,200

Percent of WI workers 
unemployed, July 2010: 7.8%

Percent of women in  
the labor force, 2009: 
WI - 66.4% • U.S. - 59.2%

The most brutal economic decline since the Great Depression grinds on, 
bringing working people little to celebrate this Labor Day, 2010. The Great 
Recession, begun in December 2007 and rooted in the burst of the housing 

bubble and related financial crises, has pummeled working people with job losses, 
long-term unemployment, and housing foreclosures. Banks, saved just two years 
ago by the American taxpayer, are now turning handsome profits (and paying big 
bonuses on them); corporate reports in other sectors show a return to profitability 
as well. But on the indicators that matter most to this nation’s workers, the recession 
goes on, unrelenting. We’ve lost more than 7.7 million jobs and job growth is glacial. 
Unemployment hovers at 9.5 percent and underemployment at 16 percent, as high as 
many workers have ever seen it. Finding a job when you lose one is a daunting task. 
Close to half of the unemployed (46 percent) have been looking for work for more 
than six months. For each job opening in the United States, there are 4.7 workers who 
need a job.

The economic stress generated by the Great Recession has been amplified by the 
weak position of families at the recession’s start in December 2007. Even at that 
point, neither the labor market nor family income had fully recovered from the 2001 
recession. Then the Great Recession started. By early 2010, some looked on the 
2000s, calling them a “lost decade.” Looking over the last seventy years, the U.S. 
economy has never before produced such weak results. The two recessions took 
their toll, leaving the nation with essentially zero growth in the job base this decade. 
Total output growth was weak, and household net worth fell. The net result is the 
weakest overall economic decade since the Great Depression.

Wisconsin is reeling along with the rest of the nation. Our economic outlook two 
years ago was weak: construction and manufacturing were already on the decline, 
the job market was shrinking, and family incomes were falling. Then in September 
2009, the financial crisis sent markets into a tailspin and the Wisconsin economy 
lost an average of 16,000 jobs per month for the next half year. Manufacturing 
and construction plummeted. State government receipts dropped. Communities 
experienced lay-offs, downsizing, and complete shut-downs. Unemployment in the 
state nearly doubled.  

The State of Working Wisconsin 2010 uses the best and most recent data available 
to help refine our understanding of exactly how Wisconsin is doing in this recession 
economy and in the longer term. In it, we draw on a wide variety of data sources to 
paint a comprehensive picture of the economic reality. 

We have been releasing this report biennially since 1996, and this, our eighth edition, 
is the most negative. The Great Recession adds stress, insecurity, and long-term 
unemployment on top of the longer-term challenges we’ve consistently documented. 
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; and a stubbornly high 
poverty rate leaving too many in economic isolation. Racial disparity is not unique to 
Wisconsin, but it is extreme here; consistently the black/white differences in poverty, 
educational attainment, and incarceration rank us among the most unequal in the 
nation. These long-term challenges remain unaltered.

The State of Working Wisconsin 
2010 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.



6  thE GrEat rEcESSion & LoSt dEcadE
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Figure 1.1
economic growth, wisconsin and u.s., 1979-2009
(annual per capita personal income)

Source: U.S. Bureau of Economic Analysis.

But this report also provides the data that makes the suffering caused by the 
Great Recession quite clear. Wisconsin has lost 5 percent of its job base, which is 
showing only anemic signs of growth. We have lost one in four of the manufacturing 
jobs we had at the decade’s beginning (see this chapter). Adjusting for inflation, 
median wages are just barely growing and only now getting back to 2005 levels 
(see Chapter 2). Poverty-wage jobs are stubbornly persistent (see Chapter 3). 
Adjusting for inflation, median family income remains below the 2000 benchmark 
(see Chapter 4). We are no longer experiencing economic collapse, but we are well 
into a period of weak and shaky growth, providing little hope for the many workers 
already looking for jobs, and those working who fear job loss. 

We start this chapter by focusing on the recession and its effects on jobs and 
unemployment in the state. The severity of the recession, compounded with weak 
growth in the first part of the new millennium has made for a “lost decade” in 
Wisconsin. Our job base and family incomes have barely moved or have even fallen 
over the last ten years. The chapter ends with a quick review of the labor force and 
its demographics and key sectors in the state’s economy. 

WIsconsIn’s econoMy AnD the  
greAt recessIon
The depth of this recession is evident across a range of economic indicators. 
Wisconsin’s per capita income, weak across the beginning of the decade, has fallen 
since the start of the recession. Figure 1.1 shows the evolution of per capita income 
— the best measure of the overall size of Wisconsin’s economy — from 1979 to 2009. 
(Data here and throughout the report are adjusted for inflation and expressed 
in 2009 dollars unless otherwise noted.) The economic decline throughout the 
recession is clear in national and Wisconsin data, with per capita income down 
substantially over 2008-09. That fall means that there is less income in the 
Wisconsin economy: fewer jobs; fewer hours for those who still have jobs; declining 
money for police, libraries, and schools; family stress. The Wisconsin economy in 

Definition: Recession

In the United States, the National 
Bureau of Economic Research 
(NBER) determines the start and 
end months of recession. NBER 
defines a recession as a significant 
decline in economic activity spread 
across the economy and lasting at 
least a few months. NBER defines 
“economic activity” broadly, so 
they look at more than just trends 
in gross domestic product (GDP).  
In evaluating signs of diminishing 
economic activity, the NBER will 
look at indicators of GDP as well 
as economy-wide employment, 
real income, and occasionally real 
sales and the Federal Reserve’s 
index of industrial production. The 
beginning of a recession (economic 
peak) and the end of a recession 
(the trough) are not dated in real 
time. Instead, the NBER examines 
economic indicators as data is 
released, retroactively dating the 
economic peak and trough that 
define a recession to the month 
(not quarter) in which the economy 
experienced these turning points.
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2000 2005 2009
Percent Change 

2000-2009

Wisconsin $36,082 $36,963 $36,822 2.0%

United States 37,542 38,885 39,138 4.3

Illinois 40,413 40,895 41,411 2.5

Indiana 34,003 34,335 33,725 -0.8

Iowa 33,797 35,490 36,751 8.7

Michigan 36,396 35,427 34,025 -6.5

Minnesota 40,364 41,689 41,552 2.9

Ohio 35,531 35,597 35,381 -0.4

Table 1.1
per capita personal income and per capita income growth, wisconsin, u.s., and peer states
(2009 dollars)

Source: U.S. Bureau of Economic Analysis.

Figure 1.1
economic growth, wisconsin and u.s., 1979-2009
(annual per capita personal income)

The Great Recession in the United States

Total profits of U.S. corporations, as compiled by the Commerce 
Department’s Bureau of Economic Analysis, were at $1.50 trillion in the 
fourth quarter of 2007 and reached $1.59 trillion in the first quarter of 2010. 
Over that same period, the country lost 8.2 million jobs, or 5.9 percent 
of the job base. In other words, about one out of 20 jobs has simply 
disappeared. 

Source: Economic Policy Institute, Economic Snapshot on Corporate Profits, www.epi.org/economic_
snapshots/entry/corporate_profits_have_recovered_but_job_market_still_depressed/ 

In May 2010, there were 4.7 unemployed workers for every job opening. 
And this ratio is unusually wide, even for an economic downturn. In the 
prior recession, the ratio of job seekers to job openings peaked at 2.8 to 
one. A recent analysis of monthly unemployment data shows that close to 
half (45.5 percent) of all unemployed workers have been seeking work for 
more than six months. 
Source: Economic Policy Institute, Job Seekers Still Face Intolerable Odds, www.epi.org/publications/
entry/job_seekers_still_face_intolerable_odds

Between December 2007 — the official first month of the recession — and 
December 2009, the U.S. economy lost more than eight million jobs. Even 
if the economy creates jobs from now on at a pace equal to the fastest four 
years of the early 2000s expansion, we will not return to the December 
2007 level of employment until March 2014. And, by the time we return to 
the number of jobs we had in December 2007, population growth will have 
increased the potential labor force by about 6.5 million jobs.

Source: Center for Economic and Policy Research, The Urgent Need for Job Creation, www.cepr.net/
index.php/publications/reports/the-urgent-need-for-job-creation

2009 was virtually the same size it had been 
in 2000, nearly a decade past, with very little 
growth to show for it.   

The lack of growth in the recent decade 
is more remarkable considering the trend 
established before the turn of the century. 
From 1969-1999, the economy more than 
doubled before stalling out in the new 
century. The national economy has grown 
more rapidly than Wisconsin’s, leaving the 
state’s per capita behind. The gap separating 
Wisconsin and the United States emerged in 
the 1980s, but strong growth during the late 
1990s helped Wisconsin close the gap. 

Regional comparison in Table 1.1 shows that 
national economic growth has outpaced 
nearly all of the states in the Midwest since 
2000. From 2000-09, Wisconsin’s per capita 
income rose 2.0 percent, less than half the 
growth of national income. Only Iowa has 
done better than the national economy this 
decade. And the devastation of auto decline 
is all too evident in the negative trends, 
especially for Michigan’s economy but also 
Ohio’s and Indiana’s. 

Per capita income is a measure of the overall 
economy but only a very limited one. Jobs 
and unemployment make the depth of this 
recession more clear. 
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Figure 1.2
wisconsin non-farm employment, 1998-2010
(seasonally adjusted)

Source: U.S. Bureau of Labor Statistics, CES.

DrAMAtIc DecLIne In Jobs
The nation entered the recession in December 2007 when 
jobs began to slide. For the first ten months of the recession, 
Wisconsin lost roughly 1,500 jobs per month (Figure 1.2). The 
economy really fell off a cliff in September 2008 with a brutal 
shedding of jobs. Between October 2008 and July 2009, job 
loss rose by a factor of ten, and Wisconsin hemorrhaged 143,000 
jobs — an average of 16,000 jobs lost per month. From July to 
December 2009, the losses slowed and Wisconsin averaged 
monthly losses of just under 6,000 jobs per month. Things finally 
turned around in 2010. In the first half of this year, Wisconsin has 
added some 25,400 jobs, a relatively steady but small upward 
trend compared to the preceding losses.

Wisconsin has 155,200 fewer jobs today — a loss of 5 percent —
than it did at the start of the recession. But growth in the working-
age population means our jobs gap is even bigger. Over that 
period, the potential workforce in the state has grown 1.7 percent. 
For the state’s job base to keep pace with the workforce, we’d 
need 205,190 more jobs today than we actually have.

Table 1.2 offers a regional perspective on jobs. This recession 
has hit Wisconsin and our neighboring states hard. Wisconsin 
is doing worse than the nation, but much better, again, than 
Michigan, Ohio, and Indiana, where auto-manufacturing decline 
has devastated standards of living. 

WIsconsIn’s MAnufActurIng 
bAse In DecLIne
Manufacturing has long been a core sector for Wisconsin. Directly 
accounting for one-fifth of Wisconsin’s economy and employing 
some 15 percent of our workforce, manufacturing has provided 
generations of families in the state a route to the middle class. 
The recent recession has undermined Wisconsin manufacturing, 
draining away nearly 15 percent of the remaining manufacturing 
jobs. 

In the summer of 2008, amid a clamor of lay-off and shut down 
notices, General Motors announced the impending closure of 
its Janesville plant. The trajectory for manufacturing over the 
course of this recession was clear. Figure 1.3 provides context. 
After serious decline at the beginning of the new century, 
manufacturing in Wisconsin had stagnated, holding steady 
at 500,000 jobs from 2004 until 2008. With the turn in the 
economy, manufacturing plummeted again, devastating families 
and communities, and leaving a growing force of unemployed 
workers in its wake. 

In 2010, and in a welcome reprieve, the sector began adding 
jobs, albeit at a rate insufficient to make up much of the 
decade’s losses. Wisconsin’s manufacturing trajectory, weak as 
it is, easily outpaces manufacturing in much of the industrial 

Figure 1.3
wisconsin manufacturing employment, 1998-2010
(seasonally adjusted)

Source: U.S. Bureau of Labor Statistics, CES.
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1979 1989 2000 2005 2009
Percent Change 

2000-2009

Wisconsin 1,960 2,236 2,834 2,842 2,748 -3.0%

United States 89,932 108,014 131,785 133,703 130,920 -0.7

Illinois 4,880 5,214 6,045 5,862 5,658 -6.4

Indiana 2,236 2,479 3,000 2,955 2,787 -7.1

Iowa 1,132 1,200 1,478 1,481 1,478 0.0

Michigan 3,637 3,922 4,676 4,389 3,876 -17.1

Minnesota 1,767 2,087 2,685 2,723 2,650 -1.3

Ohio 4,485 4,817 5,625 5,427 5,074 -9.8

Table 1.2
total non-farm employment, wisconsin, u.s., and peer states, 1979-2009
(in thousands)

Source: EPI analysis of CES survey data.

1990 2000 2005 2007 2009
Percent Change 

2000-2009

Wisconsin 523.0 594.1 504.9 501.3 435.6 -26.7%

United States 17,695.0 17,263.0 14,226.0 13,879.0 11,883.0 -31.2

Illinois 914.6 870.5 688.2 675.3 577.6 -33.6

Indiana 605.9 664.5 571.1 550.1 440.0 -33.8

Iowa 218.9 251.4 229.1 229.6 203.7 -19.0

Michigan 839.0 897.1 678.7 618.8 462.4 -48.5

Minnesota 341.5 396.6 347.2 341.5 300.1 -24.3

Ohio 1059.5 1021.0 811.5 771.3 629.2 -38.4

Table 1.3
manufacturing employment, wisconsin, u.s., and peer states, 1990-2009
(in thousands)

Source: EPI analysis of CES survey data.

Midwest. Table 1.3 shows manufacturing employment in the Midwest over the last two decades. Severe manufacturing losses have 
been posted across the region. And while it is bad enough that Wisconsin has lost more than one-quarter of its manufacturing base, 
Michigan (manufacturing down 49 percent),  Ohio (down 38 percent), and Indiana (down 34 percent) have all fared worse. Reflecting 
manufacturing restructuring across this past decade, Wisconsin and Indiana now lead the nation with shares of manufacturing 
employment upwards of 15 percent — a position that Michigan dominated for decades. 
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IncreAsIng uneMpLoyMent AnD unDereMpLoyMent
When jobs disappear, unemployment rises. Figure 1.4 shows that the state’s unemployment rate has doubled over the course of this 
recession, propelling Wisconsin’s unemployment to a level not seen since the early 1980s. Wisconsin’s unemployment rate, which 
had not exceeded 6 percent since the late 1980s, moved above 8 percent in March 2009, and hovered over 8 percent for the next 16 
months. In July 2010, 7.8 percent of workers were unemployed. 

Table 1.4 shows that Wisconsin’s unemployment is unequally distributed. Men have borne some of the worst of this recession, given 
their concentration in manufacturing and construction, which were devastated by the downturn. One in ten men in the state are out of 
work — very close to the national level for men. With an unemployment rate of 6.8 percent, Wisconsin’s women are doing much better 
relative to men in the state, and to their sisters across the nation. 

The unemployment rate for African Americans in the state — 23.5 percent — is appalling. Rivaling Great Depression unemployment, 
nearly one in four blacks in the state are looking for work. African American unemployment in the state far exceeds the national rate 
(14.7 percent) and is more than three times higher than the white rate. 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 the “underemployed.” This group starts with the unemployed, but also includes 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 14.6 percent, up from 6.4 percent  
in 2000. 

The underemployment rate for African Americans is extremely high — 33.3 percent — and much higher than the rate for whites 
(12.6 percent). Almost one-third of high school dropouts (29.9 percent) are underemployed. And one in four young workers are 
underemployed as well.
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Figure 1.4
unemployment, wisconsin and u.s., 1979 to July 2010

Source: U.S. Bureau of Labor Statistics, CES.
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UNDEREMplOyMENt RAtES
all 14.6% 16.2%

Gender

Male 16.5 17.3

Female 12.6 15.0

Age

16-24 yrs 25.6 28.6

25-54 yrs 13.3 14.8

55 yrs and older 10.0 12.2

Race / ethnicity

White 12.6 13.6

African American 33.3 22.9

Hispanic 25.1 23.7

Asian/Pacific islander 14.7 13.2

Education

Less than high school 29.9 31.5

High school 17.5 20.1

Some college 14.3 15.0

Bachelor’s or higher 7.7 8.3

(a) Does not meet standards for sample size.

Source: EPI analysis of CPS data.

Wisconsin United States

UNEMplOyMENt RAtES
all 8.4% 9.3%

Gender

Male 10.0 10.3

Female 6.8 8.1

Age

16-24 yrs 14.8 17.6

25-54 yrs 7.8 8.3

55 yrs and older 5.4 6.6

Race / ethnicity

White 6.9 7.8

African American 23.5 14.7

Hispanic 15.7 12.1

Asian/Pacific islander (a) 7.2

Education

Less than high school 20.2 18.2

High school 10.1 11.3

Some college 8.0 8.6

Bachelor’s or higher 4.2 4.8

Table 1.4
unemployment and underemployment rates,  
wisconsin and u.s., 2009

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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the Most DIffIcuLt recessIon sInce the greAt DepressIon
The recession of 2007 outstrips all recent experience. Figure 1.5  shows the percent change in jobs over the course of the last four 
recessions. The serious job losses and the weak recovery displayed by this recession stand out. Even two and a half years into the 
recession, Wisconsin’s job base remains more than 5 percent below the pre-recession level. Compare that to the hard recession of the 
1980s. Our job losses in this recession are more severe, and our path to recovery is much slower. 

Figure 1.6 shows unemployment rates over the course of the last four recessions as well. As with the picture for jobs, this recession 
stands out. Unemployment started well below the 1980s levels, but now exactly matches them. The high rates of underemployment 
imply that there are many more workers that need to find jobs than our current and official unemployment rate makes clear. Looking 
forward, then, the state’s unemployment rate, having doubled, will likely stay above 1980s levels over the next year or two.
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Figure 1.5
wisconsin employment in past four recessions, relative to start
(month 1 = 100 percent)

Source: U.S. Bureau of Labor Statistics, CES.

Figure 1.6
wisconsin unemployment in past four recessions

Source: U.S. Bureau of Labor Statistics, CES.
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A Lost DecADe?
In the U.S. economy, decades rarely pass 
without producing significant numbers of 
jobs and real income growth. However, 
the economic decline of the first years of 
the new century, followed by the brutal 
declines of this latest recession, has turned 
conventional expectations for growth on 
its head. Over 2000-2010, the Wisconsin 
economy lost jobs. To get a sense of how 
extraordinary such a decade is, we provide 
jobs data by decade in Figure 1.7. Back to the 
1940s and every decade since, Wisconsin 
ended the decade with more jobs than it 
started with — every decade, that is, until the 
last ten years. 

The same is true of income. Here the data 
do not go as far back, but the recent decade 
still stands out. Over the 1980s and 1990s, 
the median four-person family income in 
the state rose. Family income grew by only 
half as much in the 1980s as the 1990s, but 
in both decades, real four-person family 
income grew substantially. In this decade, 
four-person family income is down, nearly 
$3,000 lower in 2008 than it was in 2000. 
Predictions of slow growth for years to come 
suggest we won’t see strong improvements 
in income or jobs at least in the near future.
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change in non-farm employment in wisconsin, by decade
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soMe bAsIc fActs on the WIsconsIn econoMy

Wisconsin United States

Gender

Male 51.8% 53.3%

Female 48.2 46.7

Race / ethnicity

White 86.5 68.0

African American 4.7 11.0

Hispanic 5.1 14.5

Asian/Pacific islander 2.2 4.5

Education

Less than high school 7.5 10.9

High school 30.8 28.9

Some college 32.9 29.0

Bachelor’s or higher 28.8 31.2

Age

16-24 yrs 15.7 13.9

25-54 yrs 65.3 67.3

55 yrs and older 19.0 18.8

Table 1.6
labor force demographics, wisconsin and u.s., 2009

Source: EPI analysis of CPS data.

2000 2008
Percent 
Change

Wisconsin 5,363,675 5,627,968 4.9%

United States 281,421,906 304,059,728 8.0

Illinois 12,419,293 12,901,564 3.9

Indiana 6,080,485 6,376,792 4.9

Iowa 2,926,324 3,002,557 2.6

Michigan 9,938,444 10,003,422 0.7

Minnesota 4,919,479 5,220,393 6.1

Ohio 11,353,140 11,485,910 1.2

Table 1.5
population and population growth,  
wisconsin, u.s., and peer states, 2000-2008

Source: U.S. Census Bureau.

Wisconsin’s Population and Workforce 
Growing

Wisconsin’s population, currently just over 5.6 million, is growing 
and diversifying. As shown in Table 1.5, from  2000-2008 the 
state’s population grew 4.9 percent, adding more than 250,000 
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, leaving the Midwest with a 
declining share of national population (and a declining number of 
seats in the House of Representatives as well). 

Wisconsin’s total workforce (including the self-employed) is just 
over three million, and it too is diversifying. Table 1.6 shows that 
our workforce remains overwhelmingly white — 86.5 percent, 
compared to 68 percent nationally. The Hispanic and Asian 
workforces have grown rapidly since the 1990s but their shares 
— 5.1 percent for Hispanics and 2.2 percent for Asians — appear 
to have stabilized recently. The black share of the workforce has 
grown slightly and is now 4.7 percent. 

Table 1.6 also shows educational attainment for Wisconsin’s 
workforce. The state excels in getting its workforce through 
high school. The share of workers without high school degrees, 
7.5 percent, is well below the national level (10.9 percent). 
Conversely, in four-year college degrees Wisconsin lags slightly 
behind, with 29 percent of the workforce at this level compared 
to 31 percent nationally. 
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Labor Force Participation Shows Strong 
Work Ethic

Even in a hard economy, in Wisconsin we take pride in our work 
ethic — the willingness and desire of our workers to go the extra 
distance for employers and to take pride in doing a job right. The 
Wisconsin work ethic is evident in our labor force participation 
rates. Wisconsinites are significantly more likely to be in the labor 
force than adults in other states: over 70 percent of adults in the 
state are working or looking for a job, higher than the national 
figure of 65 percent. Moreover, Table 1.7 shows Wisconsin’s labor 
force participation advantage at nearly all levels of educational 
attainment, and across age groups.

Wisconsin’s women are the major force behind our participation 
advantage, as Figure 1.9 makes clear. Wisconsin’s men slightly 
exceed their national counterparts: in 2009, 74 percent of 
Wisconsin men were in the labor force, as compared to 72 
percent of men nationally. But Wisconsin’s women exceed 
the national norm even more significantly: over 66 percent of 
Wisconsin women were in the labor force, compared with only 59 
percent nationally.

Wisconsin United States

all 70.2% 65.4%

Gender

Male 74.2 72.0

Female 66.4 59.2

Age

16-24 yrs 69.8 56.9

25-54 yrs 87.7 82.6

55 yrs and older 40.0 41.8

Education

Less than high school 43.2 42.3

High school 67.2 63.1

Some college 76.7 70.3

Bachelor’s or higher 79.1 77.7

Table 1.7
labor force participation, wisconsin and u.s., 2009

Source: EPI analysis of CPS data.
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Figure 1.9
labor force participation by gender, wisconsin and u.s., 1979-2009

Source: EPI analysis of CPS data.
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Key Sectors in Wisconsin

Gross State Product (GSP), in Table 1.8, shows the value added by all industries located in Wisconsin. In 2008, the value added across 
all industries in Wisconsin was over $240 billion. Value added is the best way to measure the size of the Wisconsin economy and a way 
to compare the contribution of various sectors to the overall economy.

Among the state’s private industries, manufacturing stands out. Table 1.8 shows Wisconsin’s manufacturing sector generates $49 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, or just over 14 percent of our workforce. Manufacturing decline is clear; in 1980 Wisconsin’s manufacturing sector accounted 
for 30 percent of GSP. Even so, Wisconsin still derives twice as much value from the sector compared to the national product.

Health care and social assistance also contribute substantially to GSP and our employment base, with value added of nearly $21 billion 
(8.7 percent of GSP), and nearly 11 percent of total jobs. Government value added is over $26 billion (11 percent of GSP) and the sector 
employs 12 percent of the Wisconsin workforce. 

GSP (millions)*
Percent of  
Total GSP

Employment 
2008

Percent of Total 
Employment

total $240,429 3,619,782

Private industries 213,910 89.0% 3,093,220 85.5%

Agriculture, forestry, fishing, and hunting 4,512 1.9 26,132 0.7

Mining 404 0.2 5,009 0.1

Utilities 4,326 1.8 11,522 0.3

Construction 9,379 3.9 190,350 5.3

Manufacturing 48,854 20.3 510,060 14.1

Wholesale trade 13,648 5.7 134,066 3.7

Retail trade 14,569 6.1 393,405 10.9

Transportation and warehousing, 
excluding Postal Service 7,807 3.2 122,242 3.4

Information 7,326 3.0 57,604 1.6

Finance and insurance 17,702 7.4 181,135 5.0

Real estate and rental and leasing 27,495 11.4 129,693 3.6

Professional and technical services 11,264 4.7 165,143 4.6

Management of companies and 
enterprises 5,359 2.2 45,722 1.3

Administrative and waste services 5,461 2.3 174,043 4.8

Educational services 2,056 0.9 62,557 1.7

Health care and social assistance 20,851 8.7 392,143 10.8

Arts, entertainment, and recreation 1,868 0.8 68,313 1.9

Accommodation and food services 5,503 2.3 244,392 6.8

Other services, except government 5,525 2.3 190,469 5.3

Government 26,519 11.0 432,400 11.9

Table 1.8
wisconsin gross state product and employment by industry, 2008

* Note: In 2008 dollars
Sources: U.S. Bureau of Economic Analysis, U.S. Department of Commerce.
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WI men’s median wage, 2009:  
$17.94

WI women’s median wage, 
2009: $14.45

WI median wage for workers 
with some college but no 
degree, 2009: $12.87

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 
(3,267 in 2009) 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.

In the United States, more than any other developed nation, well-being derives 
directly from the quality of the job you can secure. In general, higher-wage jobs 
deliver better benefits packages along with those better incomes; lower-wage 

jobs not only offer less income, but also volatile hours and few benefits like health 
insurance or paid sick leave. Because the standard of living in the United States 
depends on job quality, we focus in this chapter on the bottom line of job quality: pay. 
Median wages provide one of the best ways to measure trends in the labor market, 
and how different groups are doing in it. 

And while much of our attention recently is focused on the short-term effects of the 
Great Recession, there is a disturbing longer-term story in median wages. For most 
of the post-WWII 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 their parents. The “decoupling” is 
clear in Figure 2.1 which shows the growth of productivity and total compensation 
from 1947 to the present. These measures diverge in the 1970s, showing that while 
productivity continues to advance, total compensation grows much more slowly. In 
this way, 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. The difficulties are perhaps especially clear 
in this recent decade. Recovery from the 2001 recession was sluggish, both nationally 
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and in Wisconsin. Indeed, the period from 2005-2007 was the first two-year period of median wage decline in Wisconsin since the 
1980s.  Since 2008, median wages have begun a modest recovery, but the trend is unsteady and dependent on continued overall 
economic growth. Overall, median wages have just barely grown, especially when compared to the stronger gains in the 1990s.

In the rest of this chapter, we look more carefully at wage trends for specific groups, and the ways that wage inequality has changed 
over time. 

the Long-terM perspectIve:  
sLoW WAge groWth
Figure 2.2 displays real median hourly wage trends for Wisconsin and the United States from 1979-2009. (Inflation is accounted for; all 
values are expressed in 2009 dollars.) In 1979, Wisconsin’s median worker earned a wage well above the national median. The 1980s — 
an especially bad decade for Wisconsin — brought considerable real and relative wage decline, leaving Wisconsin workers more than 
$1.00 per hour behind and well under 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. After declining 
over 2005-2007, real wages have recovered in the last two years. In real terms, the 2009 median wage of $15.87 meets the median wage 
record set by the state in 2004. 

The state’s 2009 median wage — $15.87 per hour — exceeds the 1979 median by just 77 cents. Today’s typical worker is substantially 
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, or just $1,600 more per year for a full-time worker. And most of the gain at the median was 
made in the 1990s. Wages rose 15.4 percent in that decade. In the new millennium, given the weak labor market and deep recession, 
wage growth has been a mere 4.2 percent.

Weak wage growth over the last three decades has left workers feeling squeezed and insecure. The currently bleak jobs picture adds 
to that insecurity, diminishing workers’ capacity to bargain for higher wages or better working conditions, collectively or individually.

Figure 2.2
median hourly wages, wisconsin and u.s., 1979-2009
(2009 dollars)

Source: COWS analysis of CPS ORG data.
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fALLIng heALth InsurAnce AnD other 
benefIts At Work
Median wages have made very little progress over the last thirty years. At the same time, 
work-based benefits like health insurance and pensions have also been on the decline.

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 receive employer-provided health care insurance through their jobs. 
For the U.S. and Wisconsin, Figure 2.3 shows the trend in employer-based health care 
coverage for private-sector workers from 1979-2008. At the beginning of the period, fully 
73 percent of Wisconsin private-sector workers obtained health insurance through their 
jobs. The share dropped to 56 percent in 2008. Many of those who still receive health 
insurance through work are paying more on deductibles and premiums. 

Pension benefits are also falling, as employers shift from defined benefit plans to defined 
contribution plans. 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, with the employer share falling from 89 to 49 percent. For many low-wage 
workers, benefits like health insurance and pensions are simply out of reach. Even paid 
days off or sick leave are uncommon in some jobs. 
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Figure 2.3
private-sector employer-provided health insurance coverage,  
wisconsin and u.s., 1979-2008
(three-year moving averages)

Source: EPI analysis of CPS Annual Social and Economic Supplement data.
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trenDs In WAges for 
DeMogrAphIc groups
Trends in wages differ dramatically for different types of 
workers in the state, and the differences require attention 
to each specific group. Figure 2.4 makes the diverging labor 
market fortunes of men and women clear. Men have fared 
substantially worse than women over the last three decades. 
Wisconsin men’s median wage fell from $19.40 to $17.94 per hour 
over 1979–2009. Men’s median wage decline was pronounced 
in the 1980s, with the median dropping by more than $2.30 per 
hour over the decade.  The median wage for men actually 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 above $18.00 per hour. 

Over the same three decades, wages for Wisconsin’s women 
have grown. From 1979-2009, women’s median wage increased 
26 percent, from $11.45 to $14.45 per hour. Because of this 
growth, the median Wisconsin woman working full-time and 
year-round brings home roughly $6,240 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 U.S. 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 $13.10 per hour in 2009, 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 in 
recent years, providing now sufficient data on Hispanic workers 
to analyze wages. In 2009, the median Hispanic in the state 
earned $12.25, fully $4.00 behind the white median. That gap 
is most significant for men: in 2009, the median Hispanic man’s 
wage was just $12.14, $6.40 per hour (over $13,000 per year, full-
time) behind the $18.54 median for white men in Wisconsin. The 
median wage for Wisconsin’s Hispanic women was just $12.47 
per hour in 2009, over $2.00 per hour behind white women in 
the state. That gap, however, is substantially smaller than the 
gap in 2000, suggesting that Hispanic women in the state are 
making some gains. 

2000 2009 Percent Change

WISCONSIN
All $15.24 $15.87 4.2%

     White 15.79 16.30 3.3

     Black 12.67 13.10 3.3

     Hispanic 11.00 12.25 11.4

Men 17.27 17.94 3.9

     White 18.17 18.54 2.1

     Black 12.96 15.05 16.1

     Hispanic 11.11 12.14 9.3

Women 13.25 14.45 9.0

     White 13.41 14.75 10.0

     Black 12.56 12.93 3.0

     Hispanic 10.24 12.47 21.7

UNItED StAtES
All $15.24 $15.95 4.6%

     White 16.51 17.49 6.0

     Black 13.05 13.57 4.0

     Hispanic 11.35 12.21 7.5

Men 17.36 17.81 2.6

     White 18.98 19.80 4.3

     Black 13.87 14.38 3.6

     Hispanic 12.17 12.89 5.9

Women 13.53 14.54 7.4

     White 14.23 15.30 7.5

     Black 12.43 12.93 4.0

     Hispanic 10.51 11.31 7.6

Table 2.1
median hourly wages by gender, race, and 
ethnicity, wisconsin and u.s., 2000 and 2009
(2009 dollars)

Source: COWS analysis of CPS ORG data.
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the genDer gAp In WAges
In spite of advances in women’s wages, women still face a considerable “gender gap” in wages. In 2009, the median woman in 
Wisconsin earned 19 percent less than the median man in the state, as indicated in Table 2.2. The 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 in past generations. Unfortunately, however, the “progress” is not so much a result of 
women’s wages rising but of men’s wages falling. As Figure 2.4 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. 

1979 1989 2000 2009

Wisconsin 0.59 0.67 0.77 0.81

United States 0.63 0.73 0.78 0.82

Table 2.2
ratio of women’s median wage to men’s, wisconsin and u.s., 1979-2009

Source: COWS analysis of CPS ORG data.

Wisconsin Women

Wisconsin Men

U.S. Men

U.S. Women

$17.81

$14.54

$17.94

$14.45

9.00

11.00

13.00

15.00

17.00

19.00

20
0

9 
do

lla
rs

1979 1985 1990 1995 2000 2005 2009
year

Figure 2.4
median hourly wages by gender, wisconsin and u.s., 1979-2009
(three-year moving averages, 2009 dollars)

Source: COWS analysis of CPS ORG data.

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 2009 employed 26 percent 
of men but just 8 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. Even 
those women who get into the durable 
manufacturing industry earn less than their 
male counterparts.

Figures 2.5 and 2.6 (next page) show 
these two effects. Figure 2.5, recording 
the distribution of employment by gender 
and industry, shows that women are 
concentrated in lower-paying sectors — 
especially services and wholesale and 
retail trade. Figure 2.6 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 $16.97 per hour, 14 percent 
lower than the men’s median wage of $19.79. 
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Wisconsin Women, Wages and the Recession

The 2010 gender wage gap report from COWS and the Wisconsin Women’s Council, Wisconsin Women, Wages and the 
Recession shows that, despite their increasing presence in the labor force, equality continues to elude today’s women, 
both in Wisconsin and the nation.

www.cows.org/pdf/bp-women2010.pdf 
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Figure 2.5
wisconsin workforce distribution by gender and industry, 2009

Source: COWS analysis of CPS ORG data.
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wisconsin gender wage gap by industry, 2009
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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 — often ranks Wisconsin among the worst in the nation. 
Wage disparity 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 2.7 displays wage trends for African Americans and whites 
in Wisconsin and the United States (small samples of other 
minority groups make this long-term analysis impossible for any 
groups other than blacks and whites). The downward trend for 
blacks, especially in the 1980s, is unmistakable. There have been 
wage advances since then, but not enough to get workers back 
to 1979 levels. 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. In recent years, the wages of blacks in 
the state have edged upward. 

Black men in Wisconsin saw their wages fall dramatically 
between 1979 and 1995, a decline that erased the state’s 
once substantial wage advantage. Wages have moved slowly 
upward from 1995-2009, with black men slightly ahead of the 
national median in 2009 but still well behind their 1979 position. 
Specifically, the median wage of black men in the state declined 
almost 11 percent over 1979–2009, while the U.S. trend over the 
same period was stagnation. The relative standing of Wisconsin’s 
black men slid substantially over the last three decades. In 1979, 
black men in Wisconsin enjoyed an 18 percent wage advantage 
over their national cohort, but by 2009 the advantage is only 
marginal. 

Black women in the state also suffered relative to national trends. 
Nationally, black women’s wages grew better than 21 percent 
over 1979–2009. In Wisconsin, however, wages fell 2 percent, 
converging with the national median over the 30 years. 

Figure 2.7
median wages by gender and race,  
wisconsin and u.s., 1979-2009
(2007 dollars)

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 while those without degrees have been falling 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 2.8 makes the growing educational stratification of wages 
in Wisconsin obvious. Wisconsinites with college degrees have seen wages move up, especially through the 1990s. Those with less 
education are falling behind.  

Among Wisconsin men, four-year college graduates saw their wages increase by 12.6 percent over 1979–2009. That’s good news for the 
nearly three in ten in the workforce who have these degrees. But for the seven in ten Wisconsin men without four-year degrees, the 
picture is one of nearly unrelieved wage stagnation and decline: over the last three decades, wages fell 42.5 percent for high school 
dropouts, 18 percent for high school graduates, and almost 14 percent for those with one to three years of post high school education. 
In 1979, a four-year college degree secured about 13 percent higher wages than a high school degree. By 2009, the pay-off to the four-
year degree more than doubled to 36 percent. 

Wage trends are consistently more positive for women, but educational disparity grew just as dramatically. Female college graduates 
posted median increases of 38 percent over 1979–2009. But again, almost 70 percent of working women do not hold BA degrees, and 
for them the past years have been less kind. Wages have increased almost 13 percent for women with some college experience, and 
a little more than 8 percent for women with high school degrees. (Even these increases, however, leave median women earners who 
possess high school degrees, but are without four-year degrees, earning just $11.83 per hour.) Among high school dropouts, wages 
declined 14 percent. In 1979, women with four-year degrees earned 29 percent more than women who ended their education with a 
high school degree. In 2009, women with four-year degrees maintained a 44 percent wage advantage. 

Figure 2.8 does contain some good news. First, women without any postsecondary education recovered the losses they posted during 
the 1980s — today their wages are about the same or higher than in 1979. Second, individuals with some college experience (though not 
a four-year college degree) have seen their wages grow in the past 16 years, though that growth was concentrated in the 1990s. Some 
of these are workers who have invested in acquiring additional skills — via associate degrees or occupation-specific training — and the 
labor market is rewarding their efforts. 
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Figure 2.8
wisconsin median wages by gender and education, 1979-2009
(three-year moving averages)

Source: COWS analysis of CPS ORG data.
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the poWer of AssocIAte 
Degrees: An eDucAtIonAL 
brIght spot
The strength of Wisconsin’s technical college system, hinted at 
in the previous section, is made clear by Table 2.3 and Figure 2.9 
(next page). Here, we provide more details on the underlying 
makeup of the “some college” category used in the previous 
section. (Data with specifics on the “some college” category is 
available starting in 1992, so we start the series in Figure 2.9 that 
year.) The “some college” category can be broken into three 
groups: (1) those who have attended some amount of college at 
any type of postsecondary institution, but have never completed 
a degree; (2) those who have completed an associate (AA) 
degree in an occupational or vocational area; and (3) those who 
have completed an academic AA degree. (The academic AA is 
generally used to transfer into a four-year degree program.)

First, looking at 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. Indeed, in Wisconsin, 
the group with some college but no degree earns less ($12.87 per 
hour) than the median earned by high school graduates ($13.78 
per hour), and this “some college” wage disadvantage relative 
to high school graduates has grown slightly over time. 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 $17.24 
compared to $16.82 nationally. Academic associate degrees also 
pay off for Wisconsin workers, with a median of $17.81 per hour. 
Since 1992, workers with these degrees have done better than 
every education group except for those with four-year college 
degrees. 

Finally, and perhaps most important, nearly one in ten (8.8 
percent) of Wisconsin’s workers holds an occupational AA 
degree. That’s almost twice the national share with these degrees 
(just 4.6 percent). 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. 

Wisconsin
United 
States

WAGE
Dropouts $ 9.16 $10.01

High School 13.78 13.29

Some College, No Degree 12.87 13.44

Associate Degree 17.40 16.96

     Occupational/Vocational 17.24 16.82

     Academic 17.81 17.08

Bachelor’s Degree or Higher 23.07 24.81

SHARE
Dropouts 4.3% 8.7%

High School 29.9 28.4

Some College, No Degree 21.4 19.9

Associate Degree

     Occupational/Vocational 8.8 4.6

     Academic 4.4 5.7

Bachelor’s Degree or Higher 31.0 32.4

SHARE WItHIN ASSOCIAtE DEGREES
     Occupational/Vocational 66.3% 44.8%

     Academic 33.6 55.1

Table 2.3
median wages and share of workforce by 
education, wisconsin and u.s., 2009
(2009 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 2.4 makes this 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, as manufacturing plants, hospitals, hotels, and schools employ administrative and  
office workers.

Beginning with industry, Wisconsin’s highest median wage industry is construction ($20.39), followed by public administration ($20.00). 
At the other extreme, leisure and hospitality ($8.55) and agriculture ($10.06) 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 to occupation — the work that people do — shows similar disparities. Wisconsin’s highest-paying jobs are found in management 
($23.61) and professional occupations ($21.55). The state’s lowest-paying occupations include farming ($9.95) and service occupations 
($9.93). Offering slightly higher wages, sales ($13.07), transportation ($14.81), and office work ($14.36) are key occupations, especially for 
women.

Figure 2.9
median wages by educational attainment, wisconsin, 1992-2009

Source: COWS analysis of CPS data.

$9.16

$13.78

$23.07

$12.87

$17.24
$17.81

Bachelor’s

AA Academic

AA Occ./Voc.
High School

Some College, No Degree

Dropouts10

15

20

25

20
0

9 
do

lla
rs

1992 1995 2000 2005 2009
year

Building Bridges

Building Bridges in Wisconsin: 
Connecting Working Adults With 
College Credentials and Career 
Advancement profiles innovative 
“bridge” initiatives for working 
adults, which are being pioneered 
at technical colleges throughout 
the state. The initiatives help 
low-income adults access and 
succeed in postsecondary 
training that pays off in the  
labor market. 

www.cows.org/pdf/ 
rp-buildingbridges.pdf
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Median Wage

INDUStRy
Agriculture, Forestry, Fishing, and Hunting $10.06

Construction 20.39

Manufacturing 17.90

Wholesale and Retail Trade 12.78

Transportation and Utilities 19.04

Information 17.38

Financial Activities 17.13

Professional and Business Services 16.69

Educational and Health Services 16.95

Leisure and Hospitality 8.55

Other Services 12.85

Public Administration 20.00

OCCUpAtION
Management, Business, and Financial Occupations $23.61

Professional and Related Occupations 21.55

Service Occupations 9.93

Sales and Related Occupations 13.07

Office and Administrative Support Occupations 14.36

Farming, Fishing, and Forestry Occupations 9.95

Construction and Extraction Occupations 20.19

Installation, Maintenance, and Repair Occupations 19.22

Production Occupations 14.91

Transportation and Material Moving Occupations 14.81

Table 2.4
wisconsin median wages by industry and occupation, 2009

Source: COWS analysis of CPS ORG data.
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Unions have played a critical role in Wisconsin’s economic history, 
helping secure better wages and working conditions for their 
members. Wisconsin has more than 400,000 union members, 
giving the state the 14th most heavily unionized workforce in the 
nation. Unfortunately, mirroring national trends, unionization in 
Wisconsin has declined dramatically over the last generation. 
The share of workers in unions has fallen from about 24 percent 
in the early 1980s to 15 percent today (Figure 2.10). As in the rest 
of the country, this decline has been driven by the abrupt fall in 
private-sector unionization; in the state, fewer than one in ten 
private-sector workers belong 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 decline in wages 
documented in this chapter, as union members earn higher wages 
than their nonunion counterparts, both in the private and in the 
public sector (Figure 2.11). Further, unionization has a positive 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 nonunion workers wanes as well. 

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 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. 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.

Public Sector

0

10

20

30

40

50

60

70

pe
rc

en
t o

f t
he

 w
or

kf
or

ce

1985 1990 1995 2000 2005 2009
year

15.2%

8.3%

53.5%

Private Sector

All Workers

20
0

9 
do

lla
rs

Public Sector Private Sector

$21.09

$17.68

union nonunion
0

20

15

10

5

25

$19.22

$14.85

union nonunion

Figure 2.10
wisconsin union membership, 1983-2009

Figure 2.11
wisconsin median hourly wages by sector and  
union status, 2009

Source: COWS analysis of CPS ORG data.

Source: Unionstats.

The Unions of the States

For more on unions, this report from the Center for 
Economic and Policy Research surveys the state of 
unionization in America.

www.cepr.net/index.php/publications/reports/ 
the-unions-of-the-states/

unIons AnD WAges In WIsconsIn
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Share of all WI workers 
earning poverty wages, 
2009: 23%

Share of WI workers with an 
AA degree earning poverty 
wages, 2009: 12%

Share of WI black women 
earning poverty wages, 
2009: 31%

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 2009 dollars, the “poverty 
wage” was $10.46 an hour or less; if 
someone worked full-time for the 
entire year at this wage, his/her annual 
earnings would be $21,757. 

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 a job that pays less than 
$10.46 per hour a “good job.”

In this chapter, we focus directly on the bottom of the state’s labor market. To do 
so we set a threshold at the poverty wage, $10.46 per hour (see definition at right), 
and investigate trends for workers in poverty-wage jobs. In 2009, more than one in 

five Wisconsin jobs still offered these wages. The standard of living such jobs afford is 
meager at best: a full-time, year-round worker earning less than $10.46 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 600,000 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 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. Finally, we close with evidence that many Wisconsinites are 
trapped in low-wage careers. 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 (next page) shows poverty-wage employment in Wisconsin over the last 
quarter of a century. Perhaps the greatest surprise is the stubborn persistence of the 
share of jobs offering such low wages. In both 1979 and 2009, more than one in five 
Wisconsin workers held a poverty-wage job. Because workers in 2009 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 1979-1989, the poverty-wage share actually increased to 
almost one in three workers (30 percent). 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 23 percent in 2009. 

As with median wages, aggregate trends can be misleading. 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 (page 31). 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 27 percent 
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in 2009. White women are still more likely to hold poverty-wage 
jobs than white men, but while in 1979 they were 3.5 times more 
likely to hold such jobs, in 2009 they were just 1.6 times as likely. 
Even with this positive trend, in 2009 more than one in four white 
women in Wisconsin earned poverty wages. 

White men, on the other hand, have the lowest level of poverty-
wage work, but high growth in chances of holding these jobs. In 
1979, just one in ten 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 40 
percent. In 2009, 16.7 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. The 
economic growth of the late 1990s substantially reduced poverty-

wage work among blacks. The new century has seen a slight 
decline in poverty-wage work for African American women, with 
just over 30 percent holding poverty-wage jobs in 2009. African 
American men are slightly less likely to hold poverty-wage jobs 
today than in 2000. Still, even with the positive trend, more than 
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. 

Finally, Table 3.1 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 2009, more than 60 percent of high school dropouts 
in the state earned poverty wages, a rate of poverty-wage 

percent Change

1979 1989 2000 2009 1979-2009 1989-2009

All Workers 20.8% 29.7% 19.2% 23.0% 10.5% -22.5%

Full-time Workers 12.9 21.3 13.8 14.0 8.0 -34.3

By RACE AND GENDER

White Men 10.0 19.2 11.6 16.7 66.6 -12.9

Black Men 11.9 28.4 23.6 22.4 87.5 -21.3

White Women 34.7 39.8 23.6 26.3 -24.2 -34.0

Black Women 25.2 55.7 31.9 30.7 21.7 -45.0

By EDUCAtION

No High School Degree 27.0 49.3 48.2 62.9 132.8 27.4

High School Degree 23.5 30.6 21.1 28.6 22.0 -6.5

Some College 22.2 36.3 19.4 27.1 22.1 -25.3

AA degree n.a n.a 14.2 12.1 n.a n.a

No degree n.a n.a 22.6 37.6 n.a n.a

Bachelor’s or Higher 6.4 10.9 6.4 7.4 16.0 -31.8

Table 3.1 
share of wisconsin workers earning poverty wages, 1979-2009
(wages less than $10.46 per hour, 2009 dollars)

Source: COWS analysis of CPS data; see Chapter 2 for discussion of data limitation regarding the “Some College” category.
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Figure 3.1
share of wisconsin workers earning poverty wages, 1979-2009

Source: COWS analysis of CPS ORG data.

employment more than twice that posted by the same group in 1979. High school graduates fared better, but still posted increases 
in the proportions holding poverty-wage jobs over the past two decades. Today over one in four high school graduates finds him or 
herself in a very low-paying job. Interestingly, acquiring some college education without completing an AA or BA degree appears to 
offer little help in the labor market. Over one-third of workers reporting some college but no degree work in poverty-wage jobs, a 
higher proportion than do those with only high school degrees. 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. 

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 2009 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. 
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LoW WAges, feW benefIts
In general, poverty-wage jobs offer very little to their workers beyond their meager wages. Employer-provided benefits like health 
insurance and pensions are rare. Figure 3.2 shows that only 26 percent of workers holding poverty-wage jobs receive health care 
insurance through their employers. In better-paying jobs, 65 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 21 percent of poverty-wage workers actually participate in their employer-provided pension benefit, but 63 
percent of better-wage workers participate. Workers in poverty-wage jobs face the insecurity of low wages. Many of them also find that 
insecurity compounded by a lack of benefits like health insurance and pensions. Indeed, these workers often do not even have more 
basic benefits like paid sick days or vacation. 
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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, 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 analyses, 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 $10.46  
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, COWS’ analysis 
of 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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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 3.2 shows that part-time workers are much more likely to earn poverty-level wages than their full-time counterparts. 
Indeed, considering all workers in poverty-wage jobs, more than half are part-time workers, while only 14 percent of higher-wage 
workers are part-timers as well. 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 3.2 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 2009, only 4.3 percent of poverty-wage workers held union jobs, 
compared to a 19 percent unionization rate among higher-wage workers.

Finally, jobs that don’t pay well tend to consist of entry-level and frontline positions. In Table 3.2 we see that poverty-wage workers were 
more likely to hold service and sales jobs than higher-wage workers (39 and 15.3 percent as compared to 10.3 and 7.6 percent), and less 
likely to be managers (3.5 as compared to 16.1 percent) and professionals (8.7 as compared to 26.3 percent).

Table 3.2
distribution of wisconsin workers by selected characteristics and wage level, 2009

Source: COWS analysis of CPS data.

Workers with  
Poverty-Wage Jobs  
(wage<$10.46/hr.)

Workers with  
Higher-Wage Jobs  
(wage>$10.46/hr.)

Part-Time 53.1% 13.6%

Union Member 4.3 19.3

percent in Occupation

Management, Business, and Financial Occupations 3.5% 16.1%

Professional and Related Occupations 8.7 26.3

Service Occupations 39.0 10.3

Sales and Related Occupations 15.3 7.6

Office and Administrative Support Occupations 13.9 14.7

Farming, Fishing, and Forestry Occupations 3.0 0.7

Construction and Extraction Occupations 1.4 4.6

Installation, Maintenance, and Repair Occupations 0.4 3.4

Production Occupations 9.0 10.0

Transportation and Material Moving Occupations 5.8 6.3
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Median income for four-person 
WI family, 2008: $80,530

Poverty line for a family of four, 
2009: $21,757

Percent of WI children living in 
poverty, 2008: 13.1%

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.

By now it should come as no surprise that the 21st-century income picture — both in 
the nation and the state — is bleak. Real income for families is below the benchmark 
set in 2000. We sank into the Great Recession before family income had even 
recovered from the 2001 recession. Previous chapters make clear the weak labor 
market and economic insecurity of this new millennium; in this chapter we can see 
the financial strain for families in the middle of the economy. 

Nowhere is the struggle to make ends meet more apparent than for Wisconsin’s poor 
and low-income families. For them, job losses, stagnant income, and unstable jobs are 
forcing painful choices among necessities like food, rent, and health care. Ten percent 
of Wisconsin residents and 13 percent of Wisconsin children live in poverty; a living 
standard that is so low that few can imagine getting by on the money. And work is 
not enough to overcome the problem. A quarter of Wisconsin families with a steady 
commitment to work simply do not earn enough to support their families. We also 
provide data on these low-income working families in this chapter.

MeDIAn fAMILy IncoMe stILL beLoW  
the 2000 vALue
Inflation-adjusted median income data for four-person families from 1980-2008 
are shown in Table 4.1 and Figure 4.1 (next page). Wisconsin’s median four-person 
family income mirrors trends in national income, though Wisconsin moved ahead 
in the late 1990s, and remains above the national average. In 2008, Wisconsin’s 
four-person median ($80,530) exceeded the national ($75,782) by roughly $5,000. If 
our median wages are just at the national, how is our family income above it? The 
state’s commitment to work substantially exceeds the national rate (by almost five 
percentage points, as shown in Table 1.7). Wisconsin families — especially women — 
are more likely to work and work more hours per year than the average, providing 
higher income to families in the state. 

Breaking with growth over previous decades, income stagnation is obvious in the first 
part of the 21st century. Adjusting for inflation, median income for four-person families 
is $3,000 lower now than it was at the start of the decade, down from just over 
$83,000 in 2000 to just over $80,000 in 2008. Both the 1980s and 1990s produced 
substantial median income gains for families in Wisconsin. But in the new millennium, 
Wisconsin families are just barely treading water. 

The trends over time are similar to those in other states in the region. Like Wisconsin, 
our neighbors posted slow growth in the 1980s and surged in the 1990s. Iowa was 
hit hardest during the 1980s, while Wisconsin, Michigan, Ohio, Minnesota, and Illinois 
fared better. In the 1990s these same states posted growth rates significantly higher 
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than national growth. Wisconsin, Illinois, and Indiana grew more 
slowly, but still grew faster than national income. 

This decade has been devastating throughout the Midwest. 
Michigan and Indiana have been by far the hardest hit, with 
family income down more than $10,000 in Michigan. Wisconsin’s 
losses are not as severe, putting us in the middle of the regional 
experience. Families in Iowa and Minnesota have fared  
slightly better. 

fAMILy expenDIture DAtA 
shoWs Where the Money 
goes
Annual expenditure data allow some insight into how family 
income is spent. These data, presented in Figure 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 25 percent of annual expenditures in the Midwest. 
More surprising, transportation costs account for 18 percent of 
personal expenditures in the region. Housing and transportation 
together consume nearly 43 percent of family budgets in the 
Midwest. Utilities, fuels, and public services account for another 7 
percent of total household expenditures. Personal insurance and 
pensions are another significant area of expenditures (12 percent 
of total), as is, increasingly, health care (6 percent). 

Change

1980 1990 2000 2008 1980-1990 1990-2000 2000-2008

Wisconsin $62,320 $68,960 $83,426 $80,530 $6,641 $14,466 -$2,896

United States 60,533 66,196 77,803 75,782 5,663 11,607 -2,021

Illinois 65,185 70,618 85,166 81,465 5,433 14,548 -3,701

Indiana 59,814 63,400 77,617 70,873 3,585 14,217 -6,744

Iowa 60,314 60,829 72,418 72,961 514 11,590 543

Michigan 63,046 69,540 85,945 74,824 6,494 16,405 -11,121

Minnesota 63,175 68,719 88,212 86,637 5,544 19,493 -1,575

Ohio 61,941 68,384 77,832 73,301 6,442 9,448 -4,531

Table 4.1
median income for four-person families, wisconsin, u.s., and peer states, 1980-2008
(2008 dollars)

Source: U.S. Census Bureau, CPS and ACS; data series changes from CPS to ACS in 2004-2005.

Figure 4.1
median four-person family income, wisconsin and 
u.s., 1980-2008
(three-year moving averages, 2008 dollars)

Source: U.S. Census Bureau, CPS and ACS;  
data series changes from CPS to ACS in 2004-2005.
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Figure 4.2
shares of average annual household expenditures, 
midwest, 2008
(average expenditure: $47,846)

Source: BLS Consumer Expenditure Survey.
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Figure 4.3
poverty rate, wisconsin and u.s., 1980-2008
(three-year moving averages)

Source: U.S. Census Bureau.
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Housing less utilities - 25.1% Transportation - 17.6%
All other - 13.6% Food - 12.5%
Personal insurance and pensions - 11.6% Utilities, fuels, and public services - 7.4%
Health care - 6.4% Entertainment - 5.8%

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. 

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 
$21,757 per year. The text 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 4.3 shows. This 
relatively low poverty rate was one of the strengths of our 
economy; a strength that appears to be fading. From 2000-
2004, poverty in Wisconsin grew substantially, and moved 
close to the U.S. standard. More recent data, over 2004-2008, 
shows a more positive trend, with Wisconsin falling back 
below the national rate. In 2008, poverty in the state stood at 
about 10 percent; nearly 600,000 of the state’s residents face 
the daily stress of impoverishment. The national rate in 2008 
was just over 13 percent.  
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Children, who are among the most vulnerable in society, are much more likely to be poor than adults. Figure 4.4 shows the poverty rate 
for children from 1980-2008. As has been the case with the total poverty rate, the child poverty rate in the state has generally hovered 
below the national rate. In 2008, 13 percent of the state’s children lived in poverty. One in eight 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 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 minimally decent standard of living. Figure 4.5 shows 
the evolution over time of the share of the population with total income below twice the poverty line. 

These poverty data provide clear evidence that Wisconsin’s slowly rising economy is not bringing opportunity to low-income families in 
the state.
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Figure 4.4
child poverty rate, wisconsin and u.s., 1980-2008
(three-year moving averages)

Source: U.S. Census Bureau.
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Figure 4.5
population below twice the poverty line,  
wisconsin and u.s., 1980-2008
(three-year moving averages)

Source: U.S. Census Bureau.

Federal Poverty Thresholds, 2009

•	 $11,161 for one individual under 65

•	 $14,787 for a family of one parent and one child

•	 $17,285 for a family of one parent and two 
children

•	 $21,757 for a family of two parents and two 
children

Defining and Measuring Poverty

The current federal “poverty line,” adopted more 
than 40 years ago, was constructed by multiplying a 
family’s subsistence food budget by three. A lot has 
changed since the guideline was established, not 
least that food has fallen from one-third to one-fifth 
of a family’s budget; that shift means that the poverty 
threshold is more out of touch with family needs each 
year. We could measure poverty better and develop a 
threshold that takes into account increasing housing, 
transportation, and health costs, and adjusts for 
regional cost-of-living differences. 

Some progress has been made toward implementing 
a new measure, but for now we report using 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.
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Figure 4.5
population below twice the poverty line,  
wisconsin and u.s., 1980-2008
(three-year moving averages)

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

% of working families that are low-income 25% 14 29% 26% 29% 27% 28% 22% 28%

% of jobs in occupations with median annual pay below poverty 
threshold for family of four 23 24 23 20 25 26 21 17 24

% of workers not fully employed 15 28 16 17 18 12 22 14 17

% of minority working families that are low-income 47 35 41 40 48 46 42 43 41

% of unemployed receiving unemployment insurance 61 1 40 43 40 53 39 46 37

% of low-income working families with housing more than 1/3 of 
income 58 28 60 66 51 44 62 58 54

% of income paid by lowest-quintile families to state taxes 9 8 11 13 12 11 9 9 12

% of low-income working families with parent without health 
insurance 21 4 39 32 36 31 28 28 26

% of low-income working families with parent without high 
school degree or GED 20 13 32 31 27 18 21 19 19

% of low-income working families with parents with no 
postsecondary education 46 20 53 51 52 38 44 40 47

% of income that poorest families need to pay tuition at lowest-
priced colleges 28 n.a. 20 24 30 19 36 30

Table 4.2
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 (2008) and Current Population Survey (2009); 
Department of Labor (2009); Bureau of Labor Statistics Occupational Employment Statistics (2009); Institute of Taxation and Economic Policy (2009); National Center for Public Policy 
and Higher Education, Measuring Up (2008).

WIsconsIn’s hArD-WorkIng fAMILIes 
struggLe to stAy AfLoAt
The devastating job loss brought about by the recession starting December 2007 
has left record numbers of Wisconsinites unemployed or underemployed for record 
lengths of time. But thousands of Wisconsinites who kept their jobs still struggle to 
make ends meet. These workers include cashiers, waiters, janitors, truck drivers, child 
care workers, and nursing home aides. They sometimes hold down more than one job, 
yet the wages and benefits they receive are not enough to provide for their families. 
For these Wisconsinites, consistent commitment to work does not guarantee a decent 
standard of living. 

Fully one-quarter of all working families and an alarming 47 percent of minority 
working families in the state have too little money to meet basic needs. Table 4.2 
provides an overview of how low-income working families in the state are faring 
compared to neighbors in the Midwest and the nation. 

On some measures, Wisconsin performs relatively well. While 25 percent of working 
families in Wisconsin are low-income, this is a smaller proportion than most states in 
the region. Wisconsin also leads the nation in terms of the share of unemployed who 
receive unemployment insurance (UI) benefits — in 2009, the state’s UI recipiency rate 
for regular programs exceeded 60 percent. And despite declining health insurance 

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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coverage in the state, Wisconsin is in the top four states 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 families have a parent with no health insurance coverage. 

Low-income families in the state are also challenged by high housing costs. Nearly 60 percent 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.

Higher education and skills training is essential if these Wisconsinites are to advance in the labor market. One in five low-income 
working families has a parent who lacks a high school degree, and nearly 50 percent of low-income working families are headed by 
parents with no education beyond high school. Unfortunately, access to postsecondary training is not always easy, let alone affordable 
— Wisconsin’s poorest families would need to pay more than one-quarter of their income in order to pay tuition at the lowest-priced 
colleges in the state.

Leaders in Wisconsin are working in new and innovative ways to connect more working adults to postsecondary credentials and career 
advancement. Critically, their efforts include an emphasis on workers at the lower end of the educational spectrum — those caught in 
low-wage jobs who have at most a high school diploma, and who often lack basic literacy and workplace skills. For these individuals, 
the development of programs that provide basic skills concurrent with occupational skills can serve as crucial entry points to further 
learning and job advancement.

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. Families are increasingly concerned about the economy and their own security in it. Rightly so, as this income 
and poverty data make abundantly clear. 
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On this Labor Day, the economy provides little to celebrate for working 
Wisconsinites. Labor market stagnation is a relief from the preceding 
declines, but the slow pace of recovery and pessimistic growth prospects 

over the next year offer only a grim forecast of things to come. Nationally, and in 
Wisconsin, we still need to focus on securing a recovery strong enough to put the 
unemployed and underemployed back to work.

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 control over international economic collapse; no power to alter the terms of 
globalization; only constrained options on health care and labor policy. Competition 
among 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 we can, in Wisconsin, really make any difference. 

But while the constraints and limits are real, we at the Center on Wisconsin Strategy 
remain optimistic about Wisconsin and the ability of this state to set a new and more 
equitable course. 

Solutions have already been forged, as Wisconsin has taken significant steps to 
increase security for working people. Wisconsin’s education and training systems are 
working together to build career pathways and industry partnerships to make skill 
development work better for both workers and employers in the state. Wisconsin 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. 
These efforts leverage our existing forests and farms, and hold real promise for 
rural Wisconsin as well. And Wisconsin has made important strides toward energy 
efficiency and greening our economy.

On the road to economic recovery, Wisconsin will need to continue to build and 
innovate.

poLIcIes for A stronger WIsconsIn
On the next pages, we suggest some concrete steps that could be taken to improve 
the state of working Wisconsin. Our ideas include those that will save Wisconsin 
families money, expand our job base, enhance job quality in the state, and build 
security for working families.
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Boost Family Income by Cutting Energy and Transportation Costs

In this economy, every penny counts, and many families are spending more than they need to on energy. 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. Wisconsin has taken great strides on energy efficiency — the WE2 program is a great example (see text box above) — but 
we can and should do more. The state does not yet have an “energy efficiency performance standard” — a requirement that utilities 
replace a small portion of energy generation with energy efficiency — an obvious next step in our pursuit of efficiency. In addition, 
Wisconsin should take WE2 statewide, and enable a greater variety of energy efficiency financing mechanisms, including programs that 
provide utility customers with funding for efficiency measures and then recover that cost over time on customers’ bills. 

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 took a step in the 
right direction by providing modern governance structures for transit systems — Regional Transit Authorities (RTAs) — but only in a few 
specific areas, notably not Milwaukee. The incoming 2011 Legislature should consider extending RTAs to all parts of the state that want 
to create them. 

One concrete way to improve the standard of living is to reduce the cost of living. Strategies like these that pursue efficiency in energy 
and transportation will pay off for working families and the planet.

Wisconsin Energy Efficiency (WE2)

One of the barriers to improving energy efficiency in private buildings is the inability of individual property owners to 
access up-front funding to do the work, even though many energy efficiency measures pay for themselves over time. In the 
past several years, COWS has been actively developing and promoting novel financing structures that help overcome this 
barrier. This work has led to Racine, Wisconsin, piloting the first PACE program in the Midwest, and Milwaukee developing 
the ME2 (Milwaukee Energy Efficiency) program, including an important community workforce agreement. Based on 
COWS groundbreaking work, a partnership was formed among Milwaukee, Racine, Madison, the Wisconsin Energy 
Conservation Corporation (WECC), and others, and this coalition successfully applied for a Better Buildings grant from 
the U.S. Department of Energy. This $20 million grant, which must be leveraged five to one, will greatly increase the scale 
of energy efficiency retrofits in these three cities and pave the way for a statewide program. As a result of WE2, residents 
and businesses will save money, and the work will create jobs that can’t be outsourced. 
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Building a Greener Workforce

Greener Skills: how Credentials Create Value in the Clean energy economy
The promise of green jobs has generated a flood of workforce initiatives, and most everyone would like to put their hands on an atlas 
of green programs, skills, and credentials. This report makes a start at achieving this, focusing on prominent certifications in renewable 
energy and energy efficiency. It also outlines an American skills agenda and calls for a better, stronger, greener workforce system to 
support it. 

www.cows.org/pdf/rp-greenerskills.pdf

Mapping Green Career Pathways: Job Training Infrastructure and opportunities in Wisconsin 
Produced in partnership with the Apollo Alliance, this report outlines key components of the state’s workforce development systems 
— including but not limited to apprenticeship and technical college pathways — that could be aligned and expanded to support an 
emerging clean energy sector.

www.cows.org/pdf/rp-mappingreportwi.pdf

Build Wisconsin’s Green Future, and Make Our Existing Economy Greener 

Wisconsin has already taken some important steps to connect to emerging green opportunities. The Green to Gold Fund, which makes 
money available to companies who either re-tool into the green economy or green their operations, is an excellent example of what the 
state can do. But Wisconsin can and should do more. We need to ensure that the green economy in Wisconsin provides good, family-
supporting jobs by including labor standards on all economic development subsidies. Wisconsin’s strong history in manufacturing 
positions us perfectly to be a leader in renewable industries like wind turbine, solar thermal, and photovoltaic production, but 
companies 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. It’s important that the WE2 program 
includes energy efficiency for industrial and commercial sites as well as homes. Wisconsin should also provide technical support, 
perhaps through the Wisconsin Manufacturing Extension Partnership, to companies that want to reduce energy use and save 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 increasing the state renewable portfolio standard 
and requiring that a percentage of this power generation happen in Wisconsin, where it will create jobs for Wisconsin workers.



Build the Skills of Workers to Keep 
Wisconsin Competitive

Too many hard-working Wisconsinites don’t have the skills they 
need to connect with emerging opportunities. At the same time, 
even in this labor market, some employers have a hard time 
finding workers with the skills they need to stay competitive. 
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’s 
already impressive work on industry partnerships and career 
pathways should continue to ensure that industry leaders 
identify key workforce challenges and develop solutions to 
them in partnership with education and training providers. The 
state’s own Wisconsin Regional Training Partnership, based in 
Milwaukee, is a national model of this work and recently has 
been highlighted for its success in a rigorous national evaluation. 
For further models, we can also look to Pennsylvania and 
Washington, states with strong and integrated economic and 
workforce development systems.

Make High Job Quality Essential to State 
Economic Development 

Rebuilding our job base, especially in communities hard hit by 
this recession, will be critical over the coming years. But we 
should pursue job development with a focus on the strengths 
of the economy and attention to strong job quality, in our state 
and local economic development programs. For example, local 
political and community leaders should give careful consideration 
to job and benefit standards in Tax Incremental Financing (TIF) 
and other economic development schemes. State grants, tax 
credits, and other supports should encourage 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 tax credits, 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 with better jobs. Further, the state should never 
contract with chronic violators of basic labor law. 

Strong Results in Wisconsin

The Wisconsin Regional Training Partnership (WRTP) 
is the subject of a recent and rigorous program 
evaluation by Public Private Ventures (P/PV). In 
Tuning Into Local Labor Markets: Findings from the 
Sectoral Employment Impact Study, P/PV reports 
on their in-depth look at three mature sectoral 
partnerships in the United States — the WRTP, along 
with Jewish Vocational Services (Boston) and Per 
Scholas (New York City) — to conclude that sector-
focused training programs result in significant labor 
market gains for low-income, disadvantaged workers 
and job seekers.

www.ppv.org/ppv/publications/assets/ 
325_publication.pdf
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Raise and Strengthen the Wage Floor

A strong minimum wage is critical to working Wisconsin. We should ensure that our state’s lowest-paid workers benefit from economic 
growth by making sure that the minimum keeps pace with inflation, as ten other states have already done. 

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

Embrace the Opportunity Provided by Federal Health Care Reform

Ensuring an adequate health care safety net for working Wisconsinites is also critical to mitigating the worst effects of the recession 
and starting the state on the path to economic recovery. Health care expenses accounted for 62 percent of U.S. bankruptcies in 2007, 
compared with just 8 percent in 1981. 

The passage of the Affordable Care Act (ACA) in March of this year represents an historic shift in the way the federal government 
regulates the health care industry, and a wide range of issues need to be addressed to allow Wisconsin’s citizens to take full advantage 
of the new law’s many benefits. From designing new insurance regulations that ensure transparency and fairness in rate-setting; to 
beginning the required expansions of Medicaid and SCHIP as early as possible and extending them as broadly as possible; and 
designing the state health care exchanges mandated under the new law to ensure strong public oversight, expand coverage as much 
as possible, and drive system affordability, the state should take full advantage of the opportunity to expand and improve health care 
delivery and take steps toward controlling health care costs. 

Nor need the state limit itself to implementation of the federal legislation. Connecticut recently enacted legislation that includes a new 
public option whereby coverage pools will provide the leverage necessary to drive down cost and improve quality on a large scale.  
By 2014, it is estimated that 98 percent of residents there will be insured with a comprehensive benefits package. Wisconsin can and 
should aspire to no less.

Expand Foreclosure Mitigation Programs

One in seven American families is currently in default on their home mortgages. In Wisconsin, while only one in roughly 2,700 
households has had their home foreclosed upon, this rate represents an increase of almost 70 percent from 2006. The proportion of 
homeowners owing more than their home is worth is expected to soar to nearly one-half of all homeowners by 2011. Fear of foreclosure 
permeates the life of middle-class families far more pervasively than just a few years ago when the situation could still be labeled a 
“subprime” crisis. Today, it is a side effect of unemployment, with 8 million or more foreclosures expected over the next few years. 

There are a number of reforms the state could undertake to mitigate the damage of the mortgage crisis. One is a system that requires 
mediation prior to foreclosure in order to promote settlement of claims without resorting to property seizure, currently in place in 
six states. Other states have also explored limited-time foreclosure moratoria, granting judges the authority to force a lender to 
restructure a homeowner’s mortgage on a primary residence to a level that reflects the current home value, and temporarily altering 
the rules on foreclosure to give homeowners facing foreclosure the option of renting their home from the mortgage holder for a long 
period of time (e.g., 10-20 years) at the market rate.  The state should explore all of these options.



Maintain and Improve the State Retirement System

Retirement benefits provide a reliable source of post-employment income for government workers, and they help public employers 
retain qualified personnel. Dollar for dollar, a group pension can provide the exact same retirement benefit for half the cost of individual 
401(k) accounts. 

Wisconsin’s state retirement is in good shape compared to that of other states — in fact, we have the fourth-best funded system in 
the country. This is a strength, not a liability, and the state should reject calls to drastically cut public employee pension and health 
care benefits and replace them with less secure 401(k)-style plans that would inevitably leave many retirees in poverty. There are also 
a number of reforms the state can and should take to improve pension fund performance and to increase equity among employees 
within the pension system.  These include improving the corporate governance of pension systems, ending double-dipping, and better 
funding retiree health care benefits.

concLusIon
To increase the job base and raise living standards, Wisconsin needs to move to the “high road” — moving our economy toward 
competing on value rather than price, taking sustainability seriously, sharing created wealth more equally, being friendly to any business 
that pursues those ends. This strategy needs to be clear in its policy priorities, implied investments, and funding sources. It needs to 
gain support from a critical mass of key actors — business, labor, state and local government, education, and the general public — whose 
cooperation and contribution are critical to its success. And it needs to be articulated forcefully and clearly by diverse champions and 
widely and generally understood.  

Wisconsin can meet this challenge. In spite of a rough economy and tight public budgets, we have more than enough intellectual 
resources, leading firms, progressive labor leadership, dedicated public servants, and good citizens to build a high-road economy in  
our state. 
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Frequently Used  
Abbreviations

BlS: U.S. Bureau of Labor Statistics

CES: Current Employment 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 usually 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 
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to the third, and those with 16 or more to the fourth. For years after 1994, the assignment of those reporting high school or college 
degrees is straightforward. Those who report no degree are classed as 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 third time we have analyzed the effects of associate degrees on earnings. Although in most of the report we use the four 
categories above, in one section we break 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. For 
instances where this was done, see for instance, Table 2.3 and Figure 2.9.

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 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 (CES) program of the BLS. Some of these data were 
supplied to us indirectly by the Economic Policy Institute. We have also used data from the Covered Employment and Wages program, 
which is a joint program of the Wisconsin Department of Workforce Development (DWD) and the BLS. 

Data on per capita personal incomes and on gross state product are from the 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. To avoid confusion with 
the Current Employment Statistics, we do not abbreviate the Consumer Expenditure Survey as a source.

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.




