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M any households nationally and in Wisconsin are eco-
nomically stressed.  Unemployment during the recent 

recession topped 9%.  And while the state’s unemployment 
rate has fallen to under 8%—the ninth best decline among 
the states—about 100,000 more state residents remain un-
employed than when the recession began four years ago.  
As of late summer, about one in 10 Wisconsin households 
has someone unemployed.

Adding to the stress has been slow wage growth and 
falling home values.  Prior to the recession, median (half 
lower, half higher) wage growth averaged 2.5% annually.  
Since the start of the recession in late 2007, it has averaged 
only 1.8% per year.  Household wealth too has taken a hit, 
due to a skittish stock market and falling home values.  
Midwest households estimate that, on average, their home 
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IN BRIEF

Despite two years of recovery, Wisconsin has replaced 
only a quarter of the jobs lost during the downturn.  
  Manufacturing was hardest hit during the recession, but 
that sector has created nearly 80% of the 24,800 jobs added 
since June 2009.    
  During 2010-2014, Wisconsin is expected to add about 
134,000 jobs, enough to just return to prerecession levels.  

values declined 8.5% between 2007 and 2010.  For some, 
the drop was steeper.

The financial strain is confirmed by changed spending 
patterns.  Households are not only spending less, but they 
are shifting expenditures from dining out to eating in and 
from new cars to used ones.  

State residents and their leaders both know that reliev-
ing this stress requires more jobs, and particularly good-
paying jobs.  Yet, two years into an economic recovery, 
questions abound about job creation in Wisconsin.  In what 
industries and in what part of the state are job numbers 
growing?  What do new or existing jobs pay?  And what 
kinds of education or training will be needed by tomorrow’s 
workforce?    

RECESSION, RECOVERY, AND PROSPECTS
Understanding the current status of jobs in Wisconsin 

requires a look back at the impact of the recession that lasted 
from December 2007 through June 2009.  Nationally, job 
numbers dropped nearly 7.5 million (-5.4%); in Wisconsin, 
they fell almost 150,000 (-5.1%).  Although the state slightly 
outperformed the nation—on a percentage basis—during 
this period, it lagged the U.S. in the preceding two years.  
Job growth here (1.1%) was about half the nation’s (2.1%) 
during 2006-07.  In fact, the number of Wisconsin jobs 
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	Wisconsin pay continues to trend lower than the U.S.  
As of 2010, average wages here were 13.8% less than the 
national norm.
	Among the barriers to job creation here is a relative lack 
of new firm creation.  Since 2010, Wisconsin created new 
firms at a rate more than 25% below the national average.

Jobs: The Long Road to Recovery
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stopped growing about six months before the official onset 
of the U.S. recession (see Figure 1).

Prospects have brightened somewhat over the last 18 
months.  From January 2010 through August 2011, the state 
added 42,800 jobs.  On a percentage basis, gains here (1.6%) 
outpaced the nation’s (1.4%).  Of the 50 states, Wisconsin 
ranked 22nd in job growth.

As Figure 1 shows, some of the largest postrecession 
gains were from December 2010 through June 2011.  Dur-
ing those six months, Wisconsin added more than 38,000 
jobs (1.4%), while the nation added 787,000 (0.6%).  From 
June through August, however, state employers shed 8,700 
of those positions.

The employment gains are encouraging, but they have 
not been nearly enough to replace recessionary losses.  After 
more than two years, Wisconsin has gained back slightly 
more than a quarter of the jobs lost during the downturn, an 
indication of both the depth of the decline and the weakness 
of the rebound.

By Industry 
Some Wisconsin industries were disproportionately af-

fected by the downturn.  In fact, three major industries bore 
the brunt of job losses here:  manufacturing, construction, 
and professional and business services.  Combined, the three 
industries account for fewer than one-third of all Wisconsin 
jobs, but they accounted for more than 80% of job losses.  
While Wisconsin’s total job loss during the recession was 
5.1%, it was 13.4% in these industries.

Manufacturing.  Manufacturing was especially hard 
hit, shedding 67,900 jobs (or 13.6%) during the 18-month 
recession (see Table 1).  This sector accounted for 46% of 
all jobs lost, a significant percentage given that only 17% 
of prerecession jobs were in manufacturing.  Particularly 
hard hit was manufacturing of durable goods—items such 
as electronics, car parts, and furniture—where job losses 
totalled 54,400, or 37% of the total.  

Among the weakest sectors during the recession, manu-
facturing has been one of the strongest in the ensuing two 
years, generating nearly 20,000 jobs (+4.6%).  Durable 
goods manufacturing (+7.3%) has been particularly strong, 
outpacing overall job growth (0.9%) by a factor of more 
than eight.  Of the 24,800 jobs created statewide since the 
end of the recession, nearly 19,000 (three of four) were in 
durable manufacturing.

Construction.  The end of the housing “bubble” led to 
a significant decline in construction jobs—22,800 over 18 
months.  While the industry employed fewer than 5% of 
workers at the start of the downturn, it accounted for more 
than 15% of job losses.  On a percentage basis (-18.4%), 
the construction industry’s losses were larger than all other 
major industries.

Figure 1:   
Wis. Job Losses, Gains Track Nation

Index of Job Numbers, Jan. 2006=100,  
Wis. and U.S.

With the real estate market remaining soft over the last 
two years, even as other parts of the economy grew, con-
struction jobs have continued to lag.  Since June 2009, the 
industry shed another 13,900 jobs in Wisconsin, bringing the 
total decline to more than 36,000 since the recession began.

Professional and Business Services.  The professional 
and business services industry (e.g., technology consulting, 
advertising and public relations, and employment services) 
lost 30,500 jobs during the 18-month recession.  It had less 
than 10% of all jobs here in late 2007 but absorbed more 
than 20% of losses.  The decline was not surprising since 
many firms, facing an economic slowdown, do not employ 
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Industry Jobs Num. % Num. %
   Construction 87.1 -22.8 -18.4% -13.9 -13.8%
   Manufacturing 450.0 -67.9 -13.6% 19.6 4.6%
      Durables 277.2 -54.4 -17.4% 18.9 7.3%
      Nondurables 172.8 -13.5 -7.3% 0.7 0.4%
   Wh. Trade 116.8 -7.2 -5.9% 1.5 1.3%
   Ret. Trade 299.6 -13.6 -4.4% 1.1 0.4%
   Transp./Utilities 99.2 -5.9 -5.3% -5.6 -5.3%
   Information 46.5 -2.3 -4.6% -1.5 -3.1%
   Financial Activities 152.8 -2.5 -1.5% -8.7 -5.4%
   Prof./Bus. Services 266.7 -30.5 -10.7% 12.5 4.9%
   Educ. Services 54.4 2.9 6.2% 4.6 9.2%
   Health Care/Social Assist. 371.2 10.8 3.1% 6.7 1.8%
   Arts/Entert./Rec. 42.2 -1.6 -4.4% 7.3 20.9%
   Accom./Food Services 213.6 -7.1 -3.1% -5.1 -2.3%
   Other Private 146.7 -0.5 -0.4% 5.7 4.0%
Private Subtotal 2,346.8 -148.2 -6.0% 24.2 1.0%
   Federal 28.8 0.6 2.1% -0.9 -3.0%
   State 92.4 -5.2 -5.0% -5.6 -5.7%
   Local 298.4 6.2 2.2% 7.1 2.4%
Government Subtotal 419.6 1.6 0.4% 0.6 0.1%
Total 2,766.4 -146.6 -5.1% 24.8 0.9%

Change
Dec. '07-Jun. '09

Change
Jun. '09-Aug. '11

relative strength statewide over the past two 
years, these regional job gains are not surprising.

Overall, job losses in the state’s metro areas 
were only slightly better than the rest of the state 
during the recession.  However, postrecession, 
the state’s 12 metro areas combined had job 
gains of 1.4%, compared to a slight loss of jobs 
elsewhere. 

Job Prospects
After several years of economic stress and 

modest recovery, state residents want to know 
where Wisconsin is headed.  Forecasts from two 
state agencies suggest what the next several years 
might hold.

Through 2014.  The most recent economic 
forecast from the Wisconsin Department of 
Revenue (DOR) shows Wisconsin adding about 
134,000 jobs from 2010 through 2014.  Growth 
is expected to average 1.2% per year, with in-
creases of about 1.0% per year in 2011 through 
2013, followed by a 1.6% increase in 2014.

Manufacturing is expected to be relatively 
strong, with annual job growth averaging 2.5% 
(45,200 jobs over the four years).  Professional 
and business service firms are expected add 
another 29,800 jobs.  DOR expects these two 

consultants, and scale back on outside services 
rather than lay off of their own workers.

When the economy began growing again in 
2009, employment in this industry began to pick 
up.  During the two-year recovery, job numbers 
rose 4.9%, or more than five times the overall 
rate of job creation (0.9%).  

Less Affected Industries.  The recession 
was broad and affected nearly all sectors of the 
economy.  Of 18 major industries, 13 lost jobs.  
However, some were impacted less than others.  
Among those least affected were educational 
services (up 6.2% during the recession, 9.2% 
after), health care and social assistance (+3.1%, 
+1.8%), and local government (+2.2%, +2.4%).  

Public vs. Private.  The recession and re-
covery also affected public and private sectors 
differently.  Private sector employment fell 6.0% 
during the downturn and has rebounded 1.0% 
since.  Public sector jobs rose 0.4% during the 
recession and 0.1% after.  While the number of 
local government jobs rose during both periods, 
state government jobs fell 5.0% or more both 
during and after the recession. 

Jobs by Region
Industry focus aside, it is important to un-

derstand what happened in various parts of the 
state over the last four years.  Just as job losses 
and gains varied by industry, they also varied 
by metropolitan area, sometimes dramatically.

Recession.  The metro areas of Janesville, 
Fond du Lac, Wausau, Sheboygan, and Racine 
(see Table 2 footnote for definitions) were most 
affected by the recession, each losing more 
than 7% of their jobs (see Table 2).  Janesville 
(-12.2%), the only region with double-digit 
losses, was dealt a significant blow when the 
General Motors plant closed in 2008.

The Madison area, with state government 
and UW Madison, was least affected, losing less 
than 2% of its jobs.  Losses in Oshkosh-Neenah 
(-2.9%), Green Bay (-3.6%), and Appleton 
(-3.9%) were also less than the state’s.  

Recovery.  While the recession affected all 
areas of the state, the benefits of the recovery 
have been spotty.  Postrecession job losses con-
tinued in Janesville (-0.7%), La Crosse (-1.4%), 
Racine (-1.5%), Sheboygan (-0.2%), and Wausau 
(-0.6%).   Strongest gains were in Fond du Lac 
(+4.1%), Oshkosh-Neenah (3.2%), and Mil-
waukee (2.3%), all areas with generally strong 
manufacturing sectors.  Given manufacturing’s 

Table 1:   
Job Losses, Gains Vary by Industry

Number of Jobs (in Thousands) as of Aug. 2011 and  Job Changes 

Wisconsin has 
gained back 
slightly more 
than a quarter 
of the jobs lost 
during the 
recession.
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It uses 2008 employment as a base to estimate 
10-year job growth by detailed industry.

The DWD projections also show strength 
in many health-related fields.  Of industries 
expected to add the most jobs over the 10 years, 
three are health related:  ambulatory health ser-
vices (22,670), hospitals (15,080), and nursing 
and residential care facilities (12,260).  

Other industries expecting to add more 
than 10,000 jobs are social assistance (14,600), 
administrative and support services (13,630), 
and food services and drinking places (12,420).

By Occupation.  In addition to industrial 
changes, the DWD projections also look at oc-
cupational trends through 2018.  Again, health-
related fields top the list of new jobs.  By 2018, 
more than 10,000 new registered nurses (RNs) 
are expected to be needed, along with more than 
7,000 new home health aides and 5,000 new 
nurse’s aides, orderlies, and attendants.  When 
replacements (new hires replacing retirees or 
other job leavers) are added to the new jobs, 
DWD forecasts openings totalling more than 
20,000 for RNs, 10,000 for home health aides, 
and 8,800 for nurse’s aides and attendants.

Other occupations expected to add signifi-
cant numbers of jobs or have a large number of 
annual openings include food preparers and 
servers, customer service representatives, ac-
countants and auditors, tractor-trailer and heavy 
truck drivers, network systems analysts, and 
waiters/waitresses.

The same cannot be said for janitors, ship-
ping and receiving clerks, computer program-
mers, prepress technicians, and secondary school 
teachers.  All are expected to shed employment 
by 2018.

WAGES
If Wisconsin is to boost state income, “more 

jobs” is not enough.  They must be “good paying” 

areas combined to add 75,000 jobs, or 56% of 
all jobs created.

Job creation is also expected to remain rela-
tively strong in the health sector.  The education 
and health industry is expected to grow 1.7% per 
year and add nearly 30,000 jobs.

Federal government jobs here are projected 
to decline by 4,300 during 2010-14.  Other in-
dustries with shrinking employment are financial 
services (-3,300) and construction (-1,400).  De-
spite an overall four-year decline, DOR expects 
construction to grow nearly 8% in 2014.

Through 2018.  A longer-term and more 
detailed look at job growth comes from the state 
Department of Workforce Development (DWD).  

Table 2:   
Job Losses, Gains Vary by Metro Area

Num. of Jobs as of Aug. 2011 and  Job Changes 
(Num. and %)

Jobs Num. % Num. %
Appleton 115.2 -4.6 -3.9% 0.4 0.3%
Eau Claire 80.4 -5.5 -6.5% 1.9 2.4%
Fond du Lac 46.2 -4.5 -9.2% 1.8 4.1%
Green Bay 164.3 -6.2 -3.6% 0.6 0.4%
Janesville 61.0 -8.5 -12.2% -0.4 -0.7%
La Crosse 72.3 -1.8 -2.4% -1.0 -1.4%
Madison 345.5 -6.7 -1.9% 4.4 1.3%
Milw. Area 828.5 -46.1 -5.4% 18.3 2.3%
Osh./Neenah 94.0 -2.7 -2.9% 2.9 3.2%
Racine 73.9 -5.8 -7.2% -1.1 -1.5%
Sheboygan 59.1 -5.1 -7.9% -0.1 -0.2%
Wausau 67.2 -6.0 -8.2% -0.4 -0.6%
State 2,766.4 -146.6 -5.1% 24.8 0.9%

Metro Area**
Recession* Recovery*

Change

*Recession, January 2007-June 2009; recovery, June 2009-August 2011.
**With the following exceptions, metro areas include entire coun-
ties of listed cities.  However, Appleton includes both Calumet and 
Outagamie counties; Eau Claire—Chippewa and Eau Claire counties; 
Green Bay—Brown, Kewaunee, and Oconto counties; La Crosse—La 
Crosse and Houston (Minn.) counties; Madison—Columbia, Dane, and 
Iowa counties; and the Milwaukee area includes Milwaukee, Ozaukee, 
Washington, and Waukesha counties.  Kenosha County is part of the 
Chicago-Joliet-Naperville metropolitan area.

Figure 2: Long-Term Decline in Wisconsin Wages Relative to Nation 
1970-2010

Madison was 
least affected 

by the recession 
and weak 
recovery; 

Janesville was 
affected most.

The health 
sector is 

expected to 
be one of the 

strongest over 
the next three to 

seven years.
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as well.  The long-term deterioration of Wiscon-
sin wages relative to other states suggests much 
more can be done.  

Wisconsin’s 2010 average wage was 13.8% 
below the national average (see Figure 2); pri-
vate sector wages were 13.4% below.  Most of 
the deterioration came during the 1980s when 
average wages here moved from 6.1% below 
average to 12.3% below.  After a brief move up 
in the early 2000s, average wages have continued 
to lag, reaching a record low in 2010.  

The 2010 figure puts Wisconsin wages at 
31st nationally, compared to 22nd in 1970, 27th 
in 1980, and 28th in 1990.  States that have 
moved past Wisconsin over the last 20 years 
are Louisiana, North Carolina, Tennessee, and 
Wyoming.  Average Wisconsin pay moved ahead 
of Indiana in 2006.

Wages by Industry
Wisconsin wages vary significantly by in-

dustry but trail the nation in most sectors.
Average Pay.  In 2010, the average nonfarm 

wage in Wisconsin was $40,609 per year; pri-
vate sector wages averaged $40,728 (see Table 
3).  Average annual pay was highest in utilities 
and in management of companies (e.g., bank, 
insurance, or public utility holding companies), 
both above $85,000 (not listed in table due to 
small employment numbers).  Both durable and 
nondurable (e.g., food and beverages) manufac-
turing also had above-average wages ($53,560 
and $49,244, respectively).

Average wages were lowest in lodging 
and food services ($14,098) and in retail trade 
($23,822).  While full-time wages in these indus-
tries are typically less than in others, extensive 
use of part-time workers further reduces reported 
averages.  

Lagging U.S.  Almost uniformly across 
major industries, average wages in Wisconsin 
trailed the U.S.  Of 20 major private sector 
industries, wages here were below average in 
18.  Utilities and forestry/fishing were higher, 
but, combined, the two employed fewer than 
17,000 individuals in Wisconsin.  State and local 
government pay was 10% to 12% less than the 
national norm. 

Wages trailed national norms most in min-
ing, finance and insurance, and information, 
all relatively high-paying industries.  Even in 
manufacturing, wages here averaged 7% to 14% 
less than the U.S. average.

Wages by Occupation
A similar pattern emerges when wages are 

examined by occupation.  Federal figures by 
occupation put average Wisconsin wages 7.7% 
below average (see Table 4).  The median wage 
was 3.0% below the U.S., though “starting” pay 
was only 2.0% below.

Among the seven highest paying occupa-
tional groups—those paying $50,000 per year 
or more—six had average wages that were at 
least 10% below U.S. averages.  The exception 

Table 3:   
Wisconsin Wages Below Average

Average Wages for Selected Industries, 2010

Industry
2010

Emp.
Avg.

Wage
% +/- 

U.S.
Nonfarm 2,767,790 $40,609 -13.8%
  Private 2,331,761 40,728 -13.4%
      Finance and Insurance 130,260 59,765 -29.8%
      Prof., Sci., and Tech. Services 95,168 59,658 -23.6%
      Wholesale Trade 113,725 55,245 -14.4%
      Information 46,873 54,313 -28.0%
      Durable Manufacturing 258,776 53,560 -13.6%
      Construction 99,183 50,063 -0.2%
      Nondurable Manufacturing 173,047 49,244 -7.0%
      Health Care/Social Assistance 361,774 42,791 -3.1%
      Transportation/Warehousing 90,619 39,886 -14.9%
      Educational Services 53,849 33,347 -9.6%
      Real Estate/Rental and Leasing 25,991 32,988 -25.8%
      Arts, Entertainment, and Rec. 35,211 29,135 -20.3%
      Administrative/Waste Mgt. Serv. 131,602 26,631 -22.3%
      Retail Trade 298,919 23,822 -12.7%
      Accommodation/Food Services 219,446 14,098 -27.5%

  State Government 105,100 40,294 -10.2%
  Local Government 282,649 38,711 -11.6%

Occupation Employ.
10th
%ile

+/-
U.S. Avg.

+/-
U.S.

All Occupations 2,608,740 $17,340 -2.0% $40,980 -7.7%

Management 108,930 40,460 -9.8% 94,180 -10.7%
Legal 13,020 30,150 -11.8% 79,070 -18.4%
Health Practitioners/Tech. 152,670 30,570 2.5% 72,290 1.4%
Computer and Mathematical 57,310 38,280 -2.6% 66,300 -14.2%
Architecture and Engineering 42,690 38,210 -1.2% 65,550 -13.2%

Farming/Fishing/Forestry 4,930 16,610 -1.9% 28,930 18.9%
Healthcare Support 93,710 18,770 7.4% 26,790 -0.5%
Bldg./Grounds, Clean./Maint. 84,120 16,360 -0.4% 25,430 0.5%
Personal Care and Service 75,120 15,990 -0.6% 22,950 -6.7%
Food Prep. and Serving Rel. 232,740 15,590 -1.3% 20,090 -5.4%

Highest Paying

Lowest Paying

Table 4:   
Wisconsin Wages by Occupation Trail Nation

Avg. and 10th %ile Wages by Occ. Group, Five Highest/Lowest Paying, 2010
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was health care practitioners and technicians, 
where wages were 1.4% above the U.S. norm 
(see Table 4).  

Low-wage occupations here tended to be 
nearer their national counterparts.  Of the 10 
lowest-paying occupational groups, seven were 
either above the national average or within 5%.

A closer look at individual occupations 
(rather than groups of similar occupations) 
shows Wisconsin’s lagging pay to be pervasive.  
Of 667 occupations, 424 (63.6%) had average 
wages below the U.S.  Of those, 173 averaged 
more than 10% below national norms (see Figure 
3).  Only 68 of 667 occupations, representing 
less than 5% of all jobs, had average wages 
above the U.S.

The story is slightly different for starting pay.  
Wages at the 10th percentile for each occupa-
tion—an approximation of starting pay—were 
more than 10% above the U.S. average in 183 
of the 667 occupations and at least 5% above in 
another 98.  Only 118 (17.7%) had starting pay 
5% or more below the U.S. average.

New Hires
When Wisconsinites hear about job creation, 

an obvious question arises:  What do these new 
jobs pay?  Federal figures from late 2009 through 
2010 help answer that question.

Wisconsin added just under 12,500 jobs 
between the third quarters of 2009 and 2010.  
The average monthly wage for new hires was 
just under $2,000.  This is an average for all new 
hires, not just for newly created positions.  The 
overall average is held down by the restaurant and 
bar industry, which has significant turnover and 
relatively low wages for new hires ($734/month)

Among 20 industries with the largest job 
gains over the year, average wages for new hires 
were above the state average in 11 and below in 
nine.  New-hire pay was highest in performing 
arts and spectator sports ($4,934), and was also 
relatively high in manufacturing, for example, 
machine manufacturing ($4,035), prime metals 
($3,357), miscellaneous manufacturing ($3,050), 
and fabricated metals ($2,768).  Manufacturing’s 
good pay is one of the reasons why its relatively 
strong performance over the last two years is 
encouraging.  Table 5 lists new-hire wages for 
the 10 industries adding the most jobs for the 
year ending in the third quarter of 2010.

Looking Ahead:  Wages and Education
The DWD projections referenced earlier 

combine job openings by occupation with aver-
age wages, allowing an examination of pay for 
occupations expected to be in demand.  

Wages.  Through 2018, a large number of 
job openings will occur for food service workers, 
cashiers, and retail workers.  All are low-paying 
jobs, with starting pay near the minimum wage 
and average annual wages generally less than 
$25,000.

However, many occupations that pay above 
average are also expected to have many open-
ings.  These include registered nurses (2,010 
openings per year, $63,187 average pay), semi 
and heavy truck drivers (1,240, $39,813), 
elementary school teachers (870, $51,236), 
wholesale and manufacturing sales represen-
tatives (870, $62,243), and accountants (740, 
$61,069).

Table 5:   
New Hires and Average Monthly Earnings 

by Industry
10 Industries with Most New Hires, 2009Q4-

2010Q3

Industry

2010Q3
Avg.
Emp

1-Year
Emp.

Change

New
Hire
Wage

Admin./Support Serv. 130,332 17,112 $1,580
Fabricated Metal Mfg. 65,081 3,398 2,768
Mgt. of Companies 47,289 2,304 3,652
Private Households 11,107 2,054 768
Ambulatory Hlth. Serv. 109,001 1,826 2,895
Prime Metal Mfg. 15,663 1,723 3,357
Educ. Services 31,462 1,593 1,963
Social Assistance 59,165 988 1,173
Nursing/Resid. Care 76,903 986 1,508
Machinery Mfg. 59,635 839 4,035
   All Industries 12,470 1,956

Figure 3:   
Wisconsin Wages Relative to U.S.

No. of Occupations by % Above/Below U.S. for 667 Occupations, 
10th %ile (White) and Avg. (Gray) 
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Other occupations expected to be in de-
mand and among the most highly compensated 
include computer systems analysts and software 
engineers, industrial engineers, administrative 
services managers, and sales managers.

Education.  Finally, projections from DWD 
and from a national study suggest what educa-
tion or training workers will need over the next 
several years.  Unfortunately, the projections tell 
somewhat contradictory stories.

For nearly 41% of job openings from 2008 
through 2018, DWD finds short-term on-the-job 
training to be the typical worker training.  For 
another 15.3%, only moderate on-the-job train-
ing is needed.  To put those figures in perspective, 
about 54% of Wisconsin’s jobs in 2008 required 
only short- or moderate-term training.  Through 
2018, that percentage is expected to rise.

For just over 8% of jobs, typical education 
will be either an associate’s degree or some post-
secondary vocational training.   And for less than 
one quarter of job openings, typical education is 
a bachelor’s degree or higher.    

A national study from Georgetown Univer-
sity takes a somewhat different view.  It expects 
job requirements to change over time so that 37% 
of new jobs during 2008-18 will require at least 
a bachelor’s degree.  Fewer than 28% will not 
require any post-high school education.

The Georgetown study forecasts a 6.3% 
increase in total jobs from 2008 to 2018, with 
jobs requiring no postsecondary training rising 
less (4.3%).  Demand for workers with an associ-
ate’s (8.3%) or bachelor’s (8.3%) is expected to 
increase at nearly double the overall rate.  

FACING REALITY
The tepid economic recovery has made it 

difficult for the state and nation to create new 
jobs at a rate sufficient to significantly reduce 
unemployment and restore job numbers to 
prerecession mid-2007 levels.  If these goals 
are to be met, at least two facts need to be 
understood.

First, Wisconsin’s economy is closely tied to 
the nation’s (see Figure 1, page two).  When em-
ployment rises nationally, it rises in Wisconsin; 
when U.S. employment drops, state employment 
also suffers.  In fact, job creation and loss here 
is more closely linked to the nation than in all 
but 12 states.

Second, it is important for Wisconsin politi-
cians and policymakers to recognize when and 

where job creation is most likely to occur.  A 
growing body of research shows that most new 
jobs are created by start ups and young compa-
nies.  While the performance of new businesses 
can be volatile in the formative years, firms 
that survive add jobs at much faster rates than 
more mature companies.  If Wisconsin seeks to 
accelerate job creation, it must recognize that it 
trails the nation in creating new firms.  During 
2000-10, the “birth” rate of such companies here 
was more than 25% below the U.S.

At the same time, though, more new firms 
tend to survive here than elsewhere.  Of new 
firms started in 1996, more than 44% were still in 
business 10 years later.  Nationally, the ten-year 
survival rate was only 34%.  As of 2010, 36% of 
these 1996 Wisconsin firms were still operating, 
compared to 27% nationally.  

Thus, to create more Wisconsin jobs, more 
new businesses must start.  But Wisconsin has 
a smaller share of these start ups.  In 2010, only 
23% of Wisconsin firms were less than five years 
old, compared to 30% nationally (see Figure 4).  
Similarly, 45% of Wisconsin companies were 
at least 16 years old, compared to only 35% 
elsewhere.

For Wisconsin to create sufficient numbers 
of jobs to bring unemployment to more normal 
levels, it must recognize the need to boost the 
number of new firms.  It then must nurture and 
sustain them so that they can add employees as 
they begin to thrive and mature.   

DATA SOURCES:
Georgetown University; National Bureau of Economic 
Research; U.S. Census Bureau; U.S. Bureau of Economic 
Analysis; U.S. Bureau of Labor Statistics; Wisconsin 
Department of Revenue; Wisconsin Department of 
Workforce Development. 

Finding a way to 
create, nurture, 
and sustain new 
firms is one key 
to future job 
creation here. 

Figure 4:   
Wisconsin Firms Older Than Nation’s

% of Firms by Age, Wis. and U.S., 2010

Compared to 
nationally, a 
smaller share of 
Wisconsin firms 
are less than 
five years old; a 
larger share are 
at least 16 years 
old. 
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WISTAX NOTES

 Wisconsin Tax Rank Rises.  Recently released figures 
from the U.S. Census Bureau show that state-local taxes in 
Wisconsin claimed 11.2% of personal income in 2009, ninth 
highest among the states.   During the prior year, Wisconsin 
taxes were 11.7% of income but the state ranked 11th. The 
2009 decline in tax burden reflects a recessionary decline 
in tax collections.
 Wisconsin’s tax burden was almost 10% above the U.S. 
average (10.2% of income).  Most of the difference was due 
to individual income and property taxes. Both were more 
than 25% above the national norm in 2009; the property 
tax ranked ninth and the income tax, 11th. 
 When various user fees and charges, such as those for 
higher education, public hospitals, and local sewers are 
added, Wisconsin taxes and fees combined claimed 14.4% 
of personal income.  Like taxes, the tax and fee burden 
dropped from 14.9% in 2008, but the state’s rank rose from 
15th in 2008 to 11th in 2009.
 Poverty Down?  Wisconsin’s pov-
erty rate declined in 2010 to 9.9% from 
10.8% in the prior year.  Figures from 
the U.S. Census Bureau show the state 
was one of 16 with a drop, despite the 
national rate climbing to 15.1% in 2010 
from 14.3% in 2009.  Wisconsin’s re-
ported decline is at odds with another 
Census survey showing poverty rising 
from 11.1% to 13.2%.
WISTAX FOCUS
 Choosing the Supreme Court.  
Americans have fought over selection of 
supreme court justices since the 1700s, 
largely because of conflicting views over 
whether judges should be independent 
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or accountable to the people.  According to “A better way 
to choose supreme court justices” (Focus #17-11), states 
currently use at least four methods of selecting justices:  
appointment, partisan and nonpartisan election, and merit 
selection.  All have costs and benefits, especially as judicial 
elections have become more costly.   
  School Update.  School aid reductions in the past 
two state budgets left many asking how Wisconsin school 
finances compare to other states.  In “School update (II):  
Wisconsin vs. U.S.” (Focus #19-11), WISTAX found 
operating expenditures in Wisconsin public schools aver-
aged $11,078 per students in 2009, or 5.5% higher than 
the national average and 16th highest of the 50 states.  The 
Badger State spent about the same percentages as the nation 
on instruction (61.0% here vs. 60.7% nationally) and staff 
support (4.8% vs. 4.9%).  However, it devoted a smaller 
percentage of resources to student support (4.5% vs. 5.4%) 
and building administration (5.0% vs. 5.5%).  General ad-
ministration accounted for a larger share of spending here 
than it did nationally (2.6% vs. 1.9%).  


