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Poverty in Wisconsin rose substantially during the 2000s. In 2009, 12.4% of the state’s
population was living in poverty, increasing to 13.2% in 2010 - roughly 731,479 people1 as compared to 8.7% in 2000.2 Wisconsin residents are better off economically than the nation as a whole. However, the advantage has narrowed in recent years. Economic conditions in Wisconsin worsened as the state weathered two significant recessions and rising
unemployment. As a result, a growing share of households in the state are living in poverty
and struggling to meet their basic food needs.

What is poverty?
Although poverty is a subjec ve term, the federal
poverty line is intended to indicate the minimum
resources families need for an adequate standard
of living. The oﬃcial poverty line varies according
to the number of household members and their
ages. The poverty threshold increases each year to
account for inﬂa on. In 2010, the federal poverty

line was $22,314 for a family of four and $11,139
for one person.3 Most researchers agree that the
poverty line underes mates the minimum resources necessary to meet basic needs. Nonetheless, poverty rates are one way to compare economic hardship among groups, across loca ons,
and over me.
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Where is poverty?
2005-9, the poverty rate in Kenosha County
was not different from the statewide rate of
11.1% and was significantly lower than the
national average of 13.5%.4

The extent of poverty varies greatly across
Wisconsin. In Kenosha County, the poverty
rate during 2005-2009 was 11.1%, an increase
from 2000 when the rate was 7.5%. During
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Source: Applied Popula on Laboratory
Department of Community and Environmental Sociology
University of Wisconsin-Madison
American Community Survey 2005-09, 5-year es mates

Who is in poverty?
There is no single face of poverty. Historically, poverty in Wisconsin was most common
among the elderly population. The proportion
of elderly in poverty dramatically declined
since 1970. In contrast, the proportion of children living in poverty has increased. Conse-

quently, poverty rates today are higher among
children.
Groups at higher-than-average risk of poverty
in Wisconsin include children, single-mother
households, racial/ethnic minorities, and adults
with a high school education or less.

Wisconsin Poverty Rates, 1970-2010
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Source: Derived from decennial Census 1970-2000 and American Community Survey 2005-2010, 1-year estimates

* Child poverty rate reﬂects related children under 18 in 1970 and 1980, and all children under 18 in
the remaining years. There is no sta s cal diﬀerence in the reported poverty rates for related and all
children in years when both poverty rates are available.

Poverty Rates Among High Risk Groups in Wisconsin, 2005-09
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What causes poverty?
Limited earnings potential, including
the inability to find sufficient work at an
adequate wage, is strongly linked to
poverty in Wisconsin.5

Closings and Mass Layoﬀs, 2010

Wisconsin, and the nation, experienced
two significant recessions during the
2000s. Plant closings, layoffs, and unemployment resulted. During May, June
and July of 2010 alone, Wisconsin reported nearly 18,000 initial claims for
unemployment insurance.6

Places with at least one report of a closing or
mass layoﬀ, January 1, 2010 – December 31,
2010.
Coun es with at least one place repor ng a closing or mass layoﬀ in
2010.

Source: Wisconsin Department of Workforce Development

Unemployment Rate in Kenosha County and
Wisconsin, 2005-10
Although the state has had a large number of layoffs due to a business closing or
mass layoff, not all counties and their residents have been equally affected.7 940
layoffs resulting from a business closing
or mass layoff were reported in Kenosha
County during 2010.
Unemployment in Wisconsin rose during
the past five years, most significantly between 2008 and 2009. In Kenosha County, the unemployment rate was 10.8% in
2010, higher than the statewide rate of
8.3%.
4

Employment is not always enough to escape
poverty. In Wisconsin, 23% of all workers earn
a lower hourly wage than would be needed to
keep a family of four with a fulltime worker
out of poverty.8

Share of Wisconsin Workers Earning Poverty
Wages by Educa on, 2009

“Poverty wages” are most common among
those with lower education. In Kenosha County, 46% of adults have a high school degree or
less, comparable to the statewide rate of 45%.

Source: Center on Wisconsin Strategies (COWS), 2010

How does poverty impact food security?
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Poverty puts households at much higher risk of
food insecurity and hunger. Hunger and food
insecurity, in turn, are linked to other problems.
For children, these include poor health, behavioral problems, and learning and academic
problems.9

Like other states and the nation as a whole,
Wisconsin households have become more food
insecure in the past 15 years. Although Wisconsin continues to fare better than the country
as a whole, the rate of food insecurity has increased substantially in the state.

Food secure households have enough food at
all times for an active healthy life. In contrast,
households with low food security have uncertain access to food. They report running out of
food without having money to buy more, cutting back the size of meals due to lack of money, or having to skip meals altogether.

In 1996-1998, 8.5% of Wisconsin's households
were food insecure as compared to 11.3% of
the nation's households. There was relatively
little change through the 2005-2007 period. In
2008-2010, coinciding with the severe economic downturn, Wisconsin's food insecurity
rate jumped to 11.8%, while the national rate
jumped to 14.6%.

Food hardship is not experienced equally
across all communities in the state. The highest food hardship rate in 2008-09 - 23% was reported by residents of District 4 in
Milwaukee. The next highest rate - 15.3% was reported for District 8 in the northeastern
part of the state.

Food Hardship Rate by Congressional District,
2009-2010

Kenosha County is in District 1, where
15.8% of the population reported food hardship. “Food hardship” in these data means
that over the past year household members
did not always have money to buy the food
they needed.10
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Source: Food Research and Ac on Center, 2011
* Food hardship is deﬁned as the percent of respondents who indicated that there have been mes in the past 12 months when they
did not have the money to buy food that they or their family needed.

Percent of Popula on Receiving FoodShare in
Kenosha County and Wisconsin, 2000-10
Another indication of food-related hardship is
the share of the population participating in
the Supplemental Nutrition Assistance Program (SNAP, which is referred to as Food
Share in Wisconsin). Overall, the proportion
of Wisconsin residents who participated in
FoodShare increased between 2000 and
2010, particularly as economic conditions
declined.
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Source: Derived from Wisconsin Department of Health Services FoodShare Data, Annual Popula on Es mates, and Census 2010

In Kenosha County, the number of FoodShare participants increased from 11,018 to
32,374. The rate of FoodShare participation
in 2010 was 19%, comparable to the
statewide rate of 17%.

How can I help?
As poverty grows, so too does food insecurity.
Both are on the rise in Wisconsin communities.
These are complex problems without easy solutions, but communities can make a difference.
Poverty and hunger are issues of community
and economic development. Although poverty
and food insecurity are experienced by individuals and households, communities also experience such hardships.
Communities can reduce poverty and, in turn,
food insecurity by promoting higher wages.
Higher wages help working people and families escape poverty and stay out of poverty.
Some communities and states have passed living wage laws requiring certain employers to
pay wages higher than the national minimum.
Other communities have pursued economic
development plans to attract better paying jobs.
Poverty and food insecurity will not be solved
by introducing jobs alone, but by introducing
well-paying jobs.
Communities can help ensure that supports are
available to working families. Family-friendly
policies, including parental leave and flexible
scheduling, and other work conditions can help
working parents succeed at their jobs. Quality,
affordable child care helps as well.
Safety net programs also play a role. When
families can’t meet their basic needs through
work, public programs to help with health care,
food, housing, heat and other essentials are important. Likewise, community-based non-profit
organizations are important in helping families
to meet essential needs.
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Communities can invest in schools and ensure
that all children have support necessary to succeed in school. A good education is one of the
best ways for children to avoid living in poverty as adults. Similarly, communities can promote training and education for adults. The
risk of poverty declines as education levels
increase.
Communities can also help to address food
insecurity. Food security stems from economic security, but is also influenced by retail access to affordable and healthy foods; strong
federal food and nutrition assistance programs;
and a strong emergency food system.
Communities can improve access to affordable
and healthy food by promoting the establishment of grocery stores, farmers markets, and
other healthy food outlets that are convenient
to all community members. Nutrition education programs can help families to stretch limited food dollars.
Communities can also take steps to strengthen
access to federal food programs. Possible
strategies include starting summer meal programs to help feed children when school is
out; developing school breakfast programs;
conducting outreach to ensure families are
aware of available food and nutrition assistance programs; and improving the nutritional
quality of school meals.
Finally, communities can strengthen their
emergency food systems by taking steps to
increase both the quantity and healthiness of
available foods available at food pantries, and
by fostering linkages between food pantries
and other public and private food resources.
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