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LETTER TO THE COMMUNITY
Dear Wisconsinites,
Communities across Wisconsin are concerned with families, jobs, and economic stability. We know that
education, financial stability, and access to quality health care can improve circumstances and increase
household stability. We also know that every day hardworking individuals and families are struggling to get by.
How different would Wisconsin be if every individual and family was not only able to meet their basic needs, but
also able to save for emergencies and their family’s future? Wisconsin communities would not only be stronger,
but thriving – with individuals and businesses supporting each other.
United Ways throughout Wisconsin, in partnership with 14 other states, are giving an identity and a voice
to these members of our community. These hardworking people are too often overlooked but are fighting to
achieve financial security; people who we call ALICE – Asset Limited, Income Constrained, Employed. You
may not realize it, but you already know ALICE. You see ALICE every day – hard workers who keep our
economy running – working behind cash registers, fixing our cars, and caring for our young and our elderly.
Through the preparation of this report we have learned that 42 percent of Wisconsin households are not
earning enough to “get by”. While ALICE families are working hard, they are forced to make tough financial
decisions, and are only one unexpected bill away from financial crisis. This report shares the research that
illustrates the depth and breadth of ALICE in Wisconsin – county by county – based on a Household Survival
Budget that uses conservative estimates of monthly expenses for housing, child care, food, transportation,
health care, and taxes.
United Way’s goal is to create long-lasting change by addressing the underlying causes of our communities’
problems. We hope you will join us to better understand the challenges so many face and identify solutions that
will strengthen ALICE and Wisconsin.
We ask that you read and share this report to raise awareness about ALICE. It will take everyone working
together to create a brighter future for ALICE, and for all of us. Please join us today by contacting your local
United Way, and together we will build a stronger and more prosperous Wisconsin.
Our complete United Way ALICE Report with county-level information is available online at unitedwaywi.org.
Sincerely,

Charlene Mouille
Executive Director, United Way of Wisconsin

Sue Wilcox
President, United Way of Wisconsin
Board of Directors
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THE UNITED WAY ALICE PROJECT
The United Way ALICE Project provides a framework, language, and tools to measure and understand the
struggles of the growing number of households in our communities who do not earn enough to afford basic
necessities, a population called ALICE. This research initiative partners with state United Way organizations,
such as United Way of Wisconsin, to deliver research-based data that can stimulate meaningful discussion,
attract new partners, and ultimately inform strategies that affect positive change.
Based on the overwhelming success of this research in identifying and articulating the needs of this vulnerable
population, the United Way ALICE Project has grown from a pilot in Morris County, New Jersey in 2009, to the
entire state of New Jersey in 2012, and now to the national level with 15 states participating in the United Way
ALICE Project.
As much as one-third of the population of the United States lives in an ALICE household. United Way of
Wisconsin is proud to join some 250 United Ways from the participating states to better understand the
struggles of ALICE. The result is that ALICE is rapidly becoming part of the common vernacular, appearing in
grant applications, in the media, and in public forums discussing financial hardship in communities across the
country.
Together, United Ways, government agencies, nonprofits, and corporations have the opportunity to evaluate
the current solutions and discover innovative approaches to give ALICE a voice, and to create changes that
improve life for ALICE and the wider community.
To access reports from all states, visit UnitedWayALICE.org
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THE ALICE RESEARCH TEAM
The United Way ALICE Project provides high quality, research-based information to foster a better
understanding of who is struggling in our communities. To produce the United Way ALICE Report for Wisconsin,
a team of researchers collaborated with a Research Advisory Committee, composed of 14 representatives
from across the state, who advised and contributed to our United Way ALICE Report. This collaborative model,
practiced in each state, ensures each United Way ALICE Report presents unbiased data that is replicable,
easily updated on a regular basis, and sensitive to local context. Working closely with United Ways, the United
Way ALICE Project seeks to equip communities with information to create innovative solutions.

Lead Researcher
Stephanie Hoopes, Ph.D. is the lead researcher and director of the United Way ALICE Project.
Dr. Hoopes’ work focuses on the political economy of the United States and specifically on the circumstances
of low-income households. Her research has garnered both state and national media attention. She began the
United Way ALICE Project as a pilot study of the low-income community in affluent Morris County, New Jersey
in 2009, and has overseen its expansion into a broad-based initiative to more accurately measure financial
hardship in states across the country. In 2015, Dr. Hoopes joined the staff at United Way of Northern New
Jersey in order to grow this work in new and innovative ways as more and more states become involved.
Dr. Hoopes was an assistant professor at the School of Public Affairs and Administration (SPAA), Rutgers
University-Newark, from 2011 to 2015, and director of Rutgers-Newark’s New Jersey DataBank, which makes
data available to citizens and policymakers on current issues in 20 policy areas, from 2011 to 2012. SPAA
continues to support the United Way ALICE Project with access to research resources.
Dr. Hoopes has a Ph.D. from the London School of Economics, a master’s degree from the University of North
Carolina at Chapel Hill, and a bachelor’s degree from Wellesley College.
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EXECUTIVE SUMMARY
Across Wisconsin, 42 percent of households struggled to afford basic household necessities in 2014.
Like the nation as a whole, Wisconsin faced difficult economic times during the Great Recession. Yet the
Wisconsin poverty rate of 13 percent obscures the true magnitude of financial instability in the state. The official
U.S. Federal Poverty Level (FPL), which was developed in 1965, has not been updated since 1974, and is not
adjusted to reflect cost of living differences across the U.S. A lack of accurate measurements and even updated
language to frame a discussion has made it difficult for states – including Wisconsin – to identify the full extent
of the economic challenges that so many of their residents face.
This Report presents four new instruments that measure the number and conditions of households struggling
financially, and it introduces the term ALICE – Asset Limited, Income Constrained, Employed. With the cost
of living higher than what most wages pay, ALICE families work hard and earn above the Federal Poverty
Level (FPL), but not enough to afford a basic household budget of housing, child care, food, transportation,
and health care. ALICE households live in every county in Wisconsin – urban, suburban, and rural – and they
include women and men, young and old, of all races and ethnicities.
The Report includes findings on households that earn below the ALICE Threshold, a level based on the actual
cost of basic household necessities in each county in Wisconsin. It outlines the role of ALICE households
in the state economy, the public resources spent on households in crisis, and the implications of struggling
households for the wider community.
Using the realistic measures of the financial survival threshold for each county in Wisconsin, the Report reveals
a far larger problem than previously identified. Wisconsin has 289,209 households with income below the FPL
but also has 670,922 ALICE households, which have income above the FPL but below the ALICE Threshold.
These numbers are staggering: In total, 960,131 households in Wisconsin – fully 42 percent, and triple the
number previously thought – are struggling to support themselves.
ALICE households hold jobs and provide services that are vital to the Wisconsin economy, in positions such
as retail salespeople, office clerks, cashiers, and food preparers. The issue is that these jobs do not pay
enough to afford the basics of housing, child care, food, health care, and transportation. Moreover, the growth
of low-skilled jobs is projected to outpace that of medium- and high-skilled jobs into the next decade. At the
same time, the cost of basic household necessities continues to rise.
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There are serious consequences for both ALICE households and their communities when these households
cannot afford the basic necessities. ALICE households are forced to make difficult choices such as skipping
preventative health care, healthy food, or car insurance. These “savings” threaten their health, safety, and
future – and they reduce Wisconsin’s economic productivity and raise insurance premiums and taxes for
everyone. The costs are high for both ALICE families and the wider community.

MAJOR FINDINGS
Who is ALICE?
Forty-two percent of households in Wisconsin struggle to afford basic household necessities. Based
on the most recent data from 2014, 13 percent of the state’s households live in poverty and an additional 29
percent are ALICE households.
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ALICE households exist in all age groups. ALICE exists even in households headed by someone in the prime
earning years of 25 to 64. In fact, this age group represents the largest segment of ALICE households, underscoring
the fact that many jobs in Wisconsin do not pay enough to allow families to afford the most basic household budget.
ALICE families with children include both married and single parents. Married-couple families with
children account for 22 percent of Wisconsin’s families with children who live in poverty and 37 percent of
ALICE families with children. Of all of the state’s families with children who live below the ALICE Threshold, 53
percent are headed by single women, and 17 percent by single men.
ALICE and poverty-level households are spread across all counties in Wisconsin. All counties – urban,
suburban, and rural – have between 28 and 66 percent of households living below the ALICE Threshold. In
addition, more than two-thirds of Wisconsin’s municipalities have more than 30 percent of households living
below the ALICE Threshold.
ALICE households represent a cross-section of Wisconsin’s population. There is no typical ALICE
household; contrary to some stereotypes, ALICE households reflect the demographics of the population in
general. As in Wisconsin’s overall population, more than 88 percent of the state’s ALICE households are White
(U.S. Census terminology). Differences are most striking for those groups who traditionally have the lowest
wages: women; lesbian, gay, bisexual, and transgender (LGBT) people; people of color; recent immigrants who
are undocumented, unskilled, or in limited English-speaking households; people with low levels of education;
people with a disability; formerly incarcerated people; and younger veterans.

What is the gap between ALICE’s household income and the cost of
basic expenses?
ALICE households are working or have worked. However, ALICE and poverty-level households earn only 46
percent of the income needed to reach the ALICE Threshold for basic economic survival.
Public and private assistance is not enough to lift ALICE households to economic stability. The
income of ALICE and poverty-level households in Wisconsin is supplemented with $14.2 billion in government,
nonprofit, and health care resources. Despite this assistance, ALICE and poverty-level households remain
between 21 and 43 percent short of the income needed to reach the ALICE Threshold.

The cost of basic household expenses in Wisconsin is more than most jobs can support. Wisconsin’s
cost of living is beyond what most jobs in the state can provide to working households. The annual Household
Survival Budget is $54,804 for the average Wisconsin family of four and $23,196 for a single adult. These
numbers highlight how inadequate the FPL is as a measure of economic viability, at $23,850 for a family (less
than half the Household Survival Budget) and $11,670 for a single adult. The annual Household Stability
Budget – one that enables not just survival, but self-sufficiency in Wisconsin – is almost double the cost of the
Household Survival Budget for a family of four ($102,696), and $28,968 for a single adult.
Wisconsin became less affordable from 2007 to 2014. Despite the Recession and the low rate of inflation,
the cost of basic housing, child care, transportation, food, and health care in Wisconsin increased by 14
percent during this 7-year period.
Economic conditions worsened for ALICE households from 2007 to 2014. The Economic Viability
Dashboard is a new index that tracks three economic measures – housing affordability, job opportunities, and
community resources – in each county in Wisconsin. All three measures worsened in all counties in the state
through the Recession. Four years after the technical end of the Recession, conditions have improved, but only
job opportunities have returned to their 2007 levels. Finding both housing affordability and job opportunities in
the same location remains a challenge for ALICE households.
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What causes the prevalence of ALICE households?

Wisconsin’s housing stock does not match current needs. More than half of households with income below
the ALICE Threshold are renters, yet fewer than half of Wisconsin’s rental units are affordable (i.e., cost less than
one-third of a household’s income). In addition, while 44 percent of the state’s households with income below
the ALICE Threshold are homeowners, many are struggling with high mortgage payments because they did not
qualify for competitive rates or they lacked sufficient resources for even a 10 percent down payment.

What are the consequences of insufficient income for ALICE families
and their communities?
To manage their day-to-day survival, ALICE households often utilize short-term strategies that are detrimental
in the long run. When ALICE households do not have enough income, they have to make difficult choices to reduce
their expenses. For example, if a family cannot afford child care in an accredited facility, they may substitute with an
overworked neighbor or an inexperienced relative, potentially jeopardizing their child’s safety and learning opportunities.
Other short-term strategies such as skipping preventative health care, home and car maintenance, or a bill payment
may have long-term consequences such as poor health, fines, and larger bills in the future.
The number of families with children is declining in Wisconsin. Higher income is especially important
for families with children because of their greater budget costs. Without job opportunities in the state, some
families have moved, and others have delayed having children altogether. From 2007 to 2014, the number of
married-couple families with children in Wisconsin fell by 5 percent.
ALICE households pay more for goods and services. ALICE households face higher expenses from both
basic cost-of-living increases and the use of alternative financial products to finance both routine and extraordinary
expenses. During the Recession, despite low inflation and the decrease in cost of most goods and services, the cost
of basic household necessities continued to rise. Without access to mainstream borrowing, many ALICE households
in Wisconsin resort to using riskier, more expensive financial options, such as “Buy Here Pay Here” car loans.
The whole community suffers when ALICE has insufficient income. When ALICE children are not ready
for school, they create additional demands on the educational system. When ALICE households cannot afford
preventative health care, they are more likely to place future stress on the health care system, increasing
insurance premiums for all. When ALICE workers cannot afford an emergency, let alone invest in their
neighborhoods, communities may experience instability, higher taxes, or a decline in economic growth.

What challenges do ALICE households face in the future?
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In line with the national trend, low-income jobs dominate the economy in Wisconsin now and will
continue to dominate it in the future. As a result of changes in the job market over the last three decades,
the Wisconsin economy is now more dependent on low-paying service jobs than on higher-skilled and higherpaying jobs. Sixty-five percent of all jobs in Wisconsin pay less than $20 per hour ($40,000 per year if full-time),
and most pay less than $15 per hour ($30,000 per year if full-time).
Occupations with projected job growth have low wages and require minimal education. The most projected
new job openings are in service jobs with wages below $20 per hour and requiring a high school education or less.
The growth of these jobs – including food preparation workers, laborers and movers, and personal care aides – is
projected to outpace the growth of medium- and high-skilled jobs over the next decade across Wisconsin.
More seniors will become ALICE households. Because Wisconsin has an aging population that is
working in lower-paid jobs or has used their savings and retirement to weather the economic downturn, more
Wisconsinites will fall below the ALICE Threshold as they age.
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More ALICE households will become family caregivers. One out of 10 Wisconsin adults currently serves
as a family caregiver, providing care to ill or elderly relatives. That number will increase as the population
ages, adding additional burdens to the budgets of ALICE households in both direct costs and lost wages, and
reducing future employment opportunities.

What would improve the economic situation for ALICE households?
Public and private intervention can provide short-term financial stability. Short-term intervention by family,
employers, nonprofits, and government can mitigate crises for financially unstable households and possibly
prevent an economic spiral downward. For example, providing a month’s worth of food for a family may enable
a father to repair his car’s transmission and get to work. If a family’s primary earner cannot get to work, he
might lose wages or even his job. Without regular income, the family cannot afford rent or mortgage payments
and risks becoming homeless.
Increasing the amount of housing that ALICE can afford without being housing burdened would
provide stability for many Wisconsin families. The housing units that are affordable to ALICE households
are often located far from jobs or are older and in disrepair. Structural changes that make quality affordable
housing more available would ease the housing burden on many Wisconsin families.
An improvement in income opportunities would enable ALICE households to afford basic necessities,
build savings, and become financially independent. Reducing the number of ALICE households requires a
significant increase in the wages of current jobs or in the number of medium- and high-skilled jobs in both the
public and private sectors in Wisconsin.
Structural economic changes would significantly improve the prospects for ALICE and enable hardworking
households to support themselves. Improving Wisconsin’s economy and meeting ALICE’s challenges are linked;
improvement for one would directly benefit the other. The ALICE Threshold, the Household Survival Budget,
the ALICE Income Assessment tool and the Economic Viability Dashboard presented in this Report provide
the means for Wisconsin stakeholders – policy makers, community leaders, and business leaders – to better
understand the magnitude and variety of households facing financial hardship. These measures and tools, and
the enhanced understanding that they provide, can make more effective change possible.

GLOSSARY
ALICE is an acronym that stands for Asset Limited, Income Constrained, Employed, comprising
households with income above the Federal Poverty Level but below the basic cost of living.
The Household Survival Budget calculates the actual costs of basic necessities (housing, child care,
food, transportation, and health care) in Wisconsin, adjusted for different counties and household types.

The Household Stability Budget is greater than the basic Household Survival Budget and reflects
the cost for household necessities at a modest but sustainable level. It adds savings and cell phone
categories, and it is adjusted for different counties and household types.
The ALICE Income Assessment is the calculation of all sources of income, resources, and assistance for
ALICE and poverty-level households. Even with assistance, the Assessment reveals a shortfall, or Unfilled
Gap, between what these households bring in and what is needed for them to reach the ALICE Threshold.
The Economic Viability Dashboard is comprised of three indices that evaluate the economic conditions
that matter most to ALICE households – Housing Affordability, Job Opportunities, and Community
Resources. A Dashboard is provided for each county in the state.
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The ALICE Threshold is the average level of income that a household needs to afford the basics defined by
the Household Survival Budget for each county in Wisconsin. (Please note that unless otherwise noted in this
Report, households earning less than the ALICE Threshold include both ALICE and poverty-level households.)

Consequences of Households Living Below the ALICE Threshold in Wisconsin
Impact on ALICE

Impact on Community

HOUSING
Live in substandard
housing

Inconvenience; health and safety risks; increased
maintenance costs

Worker stressed, late, and/or absent from job – less
productive

Move farther away
from job

Longer commute; costs increase; severe weather can
affect commuter safety; less time for other activities

More traffic on road; workers late to job; absenteeism
due to severe weather can affect community access to
local businesses and amenities

Homeless

Disruption to job, family, school, etc.

Costs for homeless shelters, foster care system,
health care

CHILD CARE AND EDUCATION
Substandard child
care

Safety and learning risks; health risks; children
less likely to be school-ready, read at grade level,
graduate from high school; limited future employment
opportunity

Future need for education and social services; less
productive worker

No child care

One parent cannot work; forgoing immediate income
and future promotions

Future need for education and social services

Substandard public
education

Learning risks; limited earning potential/mobility;
limited career opportunity

Stressed parents; lower-skilled workforce; future
need for social services

Less healthy

Poor health; obesity

Less productive worker/student; increased future
demand for health care

Not enough

Poor daily functioning

Even less productive; increased future need for social
services and health care

Old car

Unreliable transportation; risk of accidents; increased
maintenance costs

Worker stressed, late, and/or absent from job – less
productive

No insurance/
registration

Risk of fine; accident liability; risk of license being
revoked

Higher insurance premiums; unsafe vehicles on the
road

Long commute

Costs increase; severe weather can affect commuter
safety; less time for other activities

More traffic on road; workers late to job; increased
demand for road maintenance and services

No car

Limited employment opportunities and access to
health care/child care

Reduced economic productivity; higher taxes for
specialized public transportation; greater stress on
emergency vehicles

Underinsured

Delaying or skipping preventative health care; more
out-of-pocket expenses; substandard or no mental
health coverage

Workers report to job sick; spread illness; less
productive; absenteeism; increased workplace issues
due to untreated mental illness

No insurance

Forgoing preventative health care; use of emergency
room for non-emergency care

Higher premiums for all to fill the gap; more
expensive health costs; risk of health crises

Low wages

Longer work hours; pressure on other family
members to work (drop out of school); no savings;
use of high-interest payday loans

Worker stressed, late, and/or absent from job – less
productive; higher taxes to fill the gap

No wages

Cost of looking for work and finding social services;
risk of depression

Less productive society; higher taxes to fill the gap

Minimal savings

Mental stress; crises; risk taking; use costly
alternative financial systems to bridge gaps

More workers facing crisis; unstable workforce;
community disruption

No savings

Crises spiral quickly, leading to homelessness,
hunger, illness

Costs for homeless shelters, foster care system,
emergency health care

FOOD

TRANSPORTATION

HEALTH CARE

UNITED WAY ALICE REPORT – WISCONSIN

INCOME

SAVINGS
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How many households are struggling?
ALICE, an acronym for Asset Limited, Income Constrained,
Employed, are households that earn more than the Federal
Poverty Level (FPL), but less than the basic cost of living for
the state (the ALICE Threshold). Combined, the number of
poverty and ALICE households (42 percent) equals the total
Wisconsin population struggling to afford basic needs.

13%

29%

58%

Poverty
ALICE
Above AT

Income Assessment for Wisconsin
The total annual income of poverty-level and ALICE households in Wisconsin in 2014 was $19.6
billion, which includes wages and Social Security. This is only 46 percent of the amount needed
just to reach the ALICE Threshold of $43 billion statewide. Government and nonprofit assistance
made up an additional 33 percent, or $14.2 billion, but that still leaves an Unfilled Gap of 21
percent, or $9 billion.
ALICE Threshold

–

Earned Income and Assistance

=

Unfilled Gap

$43 billion

–

$34 billion

=

$9 billion

What does it cost to afford the basic necessities?
This bare-minimum Household Survival Budget does not allow for any savings, leaving a
household vulnerable to unexpected expenses. Affording only a very modest living in each
community, this budget is still significantly more than the FPL of $11,670 for a single adult
and $23,850 for a family of four.

Monthly Costs – Wisconsin Average – 2014
SINGLE ADULT

2 ADULTS, 1 INFANT,
1 PRESCHOOLER

PERCENT CHANGE,
2007–2014

Housing

$456

$698

15%

Child Care

$-

$1,101

-23%

Food

$176

$533

Transportation

$352

$704

9%

Health Care

$147

$589

42%

Miscellaneous

$176

$415

14%

Taxes

$626

$527

25%

Monthly Total

$1,933

$4,567

14%

ANNUAL TOTAL

$23,196

$54,804

14%

Hourly Wage

$11.60

$27.40

14%

Source: See Appendix C

20%

6

UNITED WAY ALICE REPORT – WISCONSIN

Population: 5,757,564 | Number of Counties: 72 | Number of Households: 2,305,663
Median Household Income (state average): $52,622 (national average: $53,657)
Unemployment Rate (state average): 5.3% (national average: 7.2%)
Gini Coefficient (zero = equality; one = inequality) 0.44 (national average: 0.48)
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Population: 5,757,564 | Number of Counties: 72 | Number of Households: 2,305,663
Median Household Income (state average): $52,622 (national average: $53,657)
Unemployment Rate (state average): 5.3% (national average: 7.2%)
Gini Coefficient (zero = equality; one = inequality) 0.44 (national average: 0.48)

Wisconsin Counties, 2014
County

Wisconsin Counties, 2014

Total HH

% ALICE &
Poverty

County

Total HH

% ALICE &
Poverty
41%

Adams

7,829

43%

Marathon

54,739

Ashland

6,741

48%

Marinette

18,419

46%

Barron

19,029

43%

Marquette

6,322

41%

Bayfield

6,949

36%

Menominee

1,238

66%

Brown

101,533

38%

Milwaukee

382,382

54%

Buffalo

5,783

42%

Monroe

17,727

42%

Burnett

7,288

42%

Oconto

15,441

39%

Calumet

18,606

28%

Oneida

15,519

48%

Chippewa

24,643

42%

Outagamie

71,492

34%

Clark

12,882

48%

Ozaukee

34,913

31%

Columbia

22,571

36%

Pepin

3,027

39%

Crawford

6,607

47%

Pierce

15,198

41%

Dane

211,842

41%

Polk

18,225

38%

Dodge

33,273

42%

Portage

27,360

39%

Door

13,154

33%

Price

6,654

40%

Douglas

18,598

43%

Racine

75,876

41%

Dunn

16,460

43%

Richland

7,489

42%

Eau Claire

40,277

47%

Rock

63,037

40%

Florence

1,844

39%

Rusk

6,306

49%

Fond Du Lac

41,938

33%

Sauk

25,400

42%

Forest

3,717

47%

Sawyer

7,439

42%

Grant

19,472

45%

Shawano

17,019

43%

Green

14,748

34%

Sheboygan

46,504

39%

Green Lake

7,898

40%

St. Croix

32,583

29%

Iowa

9,656

40%

Taylor

8,784

40%

Iron

2,958

41%

Trempealeau

11,776

39%

Jackson

8,038

47%

Vernon

11,815

40%

Jefferson

31,607

39%

Vilas

10,552

44%

Juneau

10,074

47%

Walworth

39,679

44%

Kenosha

61,593

50%

Washburn

7,259

46%

Kewaunee

8,125

39%

Washington

53,983

31%

La Crosse

46,846

43%

Waukesha

154,970

29%

Lafayette

6,612

37%

Waupaca

21,262

38%

Langlade

8,742

47%

Waushara

9,786

49%

Lincoln

12,483

39%

Winnebago

69,417

41%

Manitowoc

33,272

41%

Wood

32,383

38%

Sources: 2014 Point-in-Time Data: American Community Survey, 2014. ALICE Demographics: American Community Survey, 2014,
and the ALICE Threshold, 2014. Income Assessment: Office of Management and Budget, 2015; Department of Treasury, 2016;
U.S. Department of Agriculture (USDA, 2014); American Community Survey, 2014; National Association of State Budget Officers,
2015; NCCS Data Web Report Builder, 2012; see Appendix E. Budget: U.S. Department of Housing and Urban Development
(HUD); USDA; Bureau of Labor Statistics (BLS); Internal Revenue Service (IRS) and Wisconsin Department of Revenue; Wisconsin
Department of Children and Families, 2014.

