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INTRODUCTION

WISCONSIN

Wisconsin is a hard-working state: each age, race, and education demographic works more hours on
average than their national counterparts.1 While Wisconsin’s economy improved in the years following
the Great Recession, this economic growth is just now translating into increased well-being for many
low-wage workers and their families. Wage growth has been slow for jobs near the bottom of the income
distribution and is only just beginning to return to the levels of the early 2000s. Meanwhile, government
safety net programs may have been scaled back before low-income workers’ wages could catch up. Some
evidence suggests that these factors may contribute to continued poverty and fewer returns to work for
low-wage workers in Wisconsin.

MORE THAN 20 PERCENT OF WISCONSIN WORKERS ARE IN LOW-WAGE JOBS
In 2018, about one in five Wisconsinites earned an hourly wage of
less than $12.00 per hour. Many of the workers earning low wages
provide critical services that are necessary for everyday life. Three
major categories of these low-wage jobs in Wisconsin are food service,
retail, and long-term health and personal care services. Table 1 shows
the number of Wisconsin workers and median hourly wages for each
of these categories. Nearly a quarter of a million Wisconsinites work in
food preparation and service jobs: this includes waiters and waitresses,
fast food staffers, and bartenders. The average food service worker
earns wages well below what a family of four would need to stay above
the federal poverty line ($25,100 in 2018). Long-term care aides—who
provide invaluable care for those unable to take care of themselves—fared
only slightly better: personal care and service workers earned a median
hourly wage of $11.47 in 2018.2 Wisconsin’s retail workers also earned
wages below the poverty threshold for a family of four, earning an average
hourly wage of $10.89. Although they comprise a large share of the state’s
workforce, workers in these three job categories cannot on average lift a
family of four above the poverty line working 40 hours per week for all 52
weeks of the year.

Table 1. Median wages in three large low-wage job
categories in Wisconsin are not high enough to lift a family
of four out of poverty.

Number of
workers in
2018
Median
wage in
2018

Food service

Retail sales

Personal care
and service

245,820

81,160

117, 390

$9.96

$10.89

$11.47

Source: Bureau of Labor Statistics Occupational Statistics data.

LOW-WAGE SERVICE SECTOR JOBS HAVE NOT KEPT PACE WITH THE COSTS OF LIVING
Figure 1. Wage growth is slow in major low-wage occupations (2018
dollars).
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Source: Occupational Labor Statistics data, Bureau of Labor Statistics 2010-2018.
Note: Adjusted for Inflation to 2018 dollars using the Consumer Price Index for all Urban Consumers
Research Series (CPI-U-RS).

While Wisconsin’s economy added more than
233,000 jobs between 2011 and 2018 and the state’s
unemployment rate fell to 2.9 percent in 2018—a historic
low—growth in wages for low-wage service jobs has been
slow at best.3 The state has largely recovered from the
2008 to 2009 Great Recession, but economic growth has
been concentrated at the top of the income distribution.
Not only are median wages low in the largest lowerskill service sector jobs, but after adjusting for inflation,
hourly wages remain slightly lower than they were at
the turn of the century. As shown in Figure 1, inflationadjusted median wages for three of the state’s largest
low-wage service job categories dropped around the
Great Recession and have been slow to recover. This slow
recovery has negative implications for low-wage workers,
who are facing declines in social safety net benefits
and increases in costs of living such as rent, food, and
transportation.4

POVERTY HAS INCREASED DESPITE GROWTH IN THE NUMBER OF JOBS

LOW-WAGE WORKERS MAY BE PINCHED AS PUBLIC BENEFITS ARE SCALED BACK
Figure 3. Total Wisconsin SNAP (FoodShare) payments have dropped since
2013.
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In the years following the Great Recession, Supplemental
Nutrition Assistance Program (SNAP, or FoodShare
in Wisconsin) caseloads and overall benefits rose
dramatically in Wisconsin, as shown in Figure 3,
mirroring national trends.7 This drove the Wisconsin
Poverty Measure rate down, and helped many workers
afford necessities when their wages didn’t cover all of
their expenses. However, as the state recovered from
the Great Recession, some families may have become
worse off. After falling to 9.7 percent in 2015, the
Wisconsin Poverty Measure rate (see Figure 2), rose to
10.8 percent in 2016 before falling to 10.2 percent in
2017. These increases from 2015’s rate reflect higher
work-related and health care costs and a smaller impact
from government anti-poverty programs like SNAP that
helped mitigate poverty during the recession.8 Recent
policy changes may make it more difficult for low-wage
workers to use government benefits to fill in the gaps.9

Source: Wisconsin Department of Health Services.
Note: Adjusted for inflation to 2018 dollars.

CONCLUSION
Despite the economic recovery from the Great Recession, many Wisconsin workers are still struggling to make ends meet. Recently,
policymakers like Governor Evers have indicated that they want to increase the state’s $7.25 per hour minimum wage. Even a modest
increase could offer meaningful positive impacts for low-wage Wisconsin workers as median hourly wages for many occupations in the
state remain below $10 per hour. Other options that could help increase the returns to low-wage work include expanding the Earned
Income Tax Credit, investing in training programs for low-skilled workers, and increasing access to programs like SNAP that can help
support Wisconsin families who struggle to get by despite their hard work.10
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Despite the state’s improving economy, evidence suggests that poverty in the state is stagnant, in part due to increasing costs of living,
stagnant wages, and a safety net that is being scaled back. The Wisconsin Poverty Report, developed by researchers at the University of
Wisconsin–Madison’s Institute for Research on Poverty,
Figure 2. Wisconsin-specific measures of poverty have been flat since the
produces two poverty measures, shown in Figure 2, that
end of the Great Recession.
reflect Wisconsin-specific costs of living.5 One measure,
the Market-Income Poverty Measure, takes into account
private earnings and reflects how successful wages
Market Income Poverty Measure
and hours worked have been in keeping people out of
25.2%
poverty. As shown in the figure, this rate slowly fell from
22.7%
22.5%
21.3%
a peak of over 25 percent in 2011 down to 22.7 percent
in 2015, crept back up to 23.2 percent in 2016, and then
leveled off at 22.5 percent in 2017.6 This suggests that
even though there are more jobs in Wisconsin and more
11.2%
10.7%
people working, wages alone are not doing as much to
10.2%
9.7%
lift people out of poverty. A second measure, called the
Wisconsin Poverty Measure, provides a more complete
Wisconsin Poverty Measure
picture of the resources of Wisconsin households and, in
addition to private earnings, includes the value of cash
and noncash public benefits. As shown in Figure 2, this
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rate stayed mostly flat in the years following the Great
Recession. Despite the growth in the economy, scaled
Source: T. M. Smeeding and K. A Thornton. Wisconsin Poverty Report: Treading Water in 2017. Institute
back public benefits and decreasing returns to work may
for Research on Poverty, University of Wisconsin–Madison, June 2019.
be preventing poverty levels from decreasing further.
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