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Table 3 
Child Poverty Rates and Rates for All Individuals by County or Multi-County Area 

County 

Poverty Rate 
(Children Under18) 

2005-2007 

Poverty Rate  
(All Individuals) 

2005–2007 
Milwaukee 25.6 17.8 
Dane (Madison) 12.9 11.5 
Waukesha 3.9 3.6 
Brown (Green Bay) 10.2 9.1 
Racine 11.0 10.3 
Kenosha 16.0 11.6 
Rock (Janesville) 13.4 11.1 
Marathon (Wausau) 6.3 6.1 
Sheboygan 9.0 6.5 
La Crosse 16.1 14.1 
Multi-County Area     
Ozaukee/Washington (West Bend) 9.7 6.0 
Jefferson/Walworth 11.3 8.9 
Chippewa/Eau Claire 13.5 10.9 
Cal. /Out. / Winnebago (Appleton) 9.4 8.5 
Columbia/Dodge/Sauk (Baraboo) 11.3 8.1 
5-county area (Menomonie) 8.8 8.8 
5-county area (Dodgeville) 9.3 8.8 
6-county area (Manitowoc) 11.3 9.3 
7-county area (Fond du Lac) 14.5 10.0 
8-county area (Sparta) 14.1 10.5 
9-county area (Stevens Pt, Crandon) 14.9 11.1 
10-county area (Superior) 16.3 13.1 
State Total 14.0 10.7 
Source: IRP tabulations of 2005–2007 ACS data. 

 

Composition of the Poor by Area  

More than one-fourth of all poor individuals and more than one-third of all poor children reside in 
Milwaukee, reflecting the breadth and depth of poverty in the state’s largest city, which is home to 17 
percent of the population (Table 4, p. 12). Dane County, thought to be a very prosperous area, has the 
second largest share of the total and child poverty population, 9.0 percent and 7.3 percent, respectively. A 
nine-county area in north-central Wisconsin is home to between 5 percent and 6 percent of the poverty 
population and another 5 percent reside in the three-county area of Calumet, Outagamie, and Winnebago 
counties.4

 

 The remaining 60 percent of the poverty population and 55 percent of the child poverty 
population are distributed across the remaining counties and areas. 

                                                 
4This nine-county area includes the counties of Vilas, Oneida, Forest, Lincoln, and Langlade to the north, 

and Wood, Portage, Juneau, and Adams, in the center of the state. It lies both north and south of Marathon County, 
which has sufficient population to be its own separate county-sized Public Use Microdata Area.  



11 Institute for Research on Poverty 

 



Wisconsin Poverty Report, April 2009 12 

Table 4 
Distribution of Poor Individuals and Poor Children: 

Percentage Residing in Each Geographic Area 

County 
Poor Individuals 

(2007) 
Poor Children 
(2005–2007) 

Milwaukee 28.4 35.2 
Dane (Madison) 9.0 7.3 
Waukesha 2.3 1.9 
Brown (Green Bay) 3.7 3.3 
Racine 3.3 2.9 
Kenosha 3.1 3.7 
Rock (Janesville) 3.0 2.8 
Marathon (Wausau) 1.3 1.0 
Sheboygan 1.2 1.3 
La Crosse 2.6 2.1 
Multi-County Area   
Ozaukee/Washington (West Bend) 2.2 2.6 
Jefferson/Walworth 2.7 2.5 
Chippewa/Eau Claire 2.8 2.5 
Cal. /Out. / Winnebago (Appleton) 5.3 4.5 
Columbia/Dodge/Sauk (Baraboo) 2.7 2.7 
5-county area (Menomonie) 3.6 2.7 
5-county area (Dodgeville) 2.1 1.6 
6-county area (Manitowoc) 3.4 2.8 
7-county area (Fond du Lac) 4.2 4.4 
8-county area (Sparta) 3.4 3.6 
9-county area (Stevens Pt., Crandon) 5.7 5.3 
10-county area (Superior) 3.9 3.3 
State Total 100.0 100.0 
Source: IRP tabulations of 2007 and 2005–2007 ACS data. 

 

Low Incomes 

Families with incomes above 100 percent of poverty but below 200 percent of poverty often struggle to 
make ends meet. State assistance programs—for example, child care, energy, food, and health care—are 
extended to these families in recognition of that need. Here we term this group low-income families. 
Below, we only examine patterns for children in low-income families, though we have also done so 
elsewhere prior to this report for the entire population (Isaacs, 2009). 

As shown in Table 5 (p. 13), more than half the children in Milwaukee live in low-income families 
(below 200 percent of poverty). The 10-county area in northern Wisconsin also has a high rate of low-
income families, 44 percent with incomes below 200 percent of poverty and 56 percent with incomes 
above that level. At the other extreme, only 12 percent of children in Waukesha live in low-income 
families, using the 200 percent threshold as the definition of low-income. Despite having a full 7 percent 
of poor families, Dane County also has about three-quarters of its children in families with incomes above 
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200 percent of poverty. Ozaukee, Appleton, and Green Bay also have relatively large numbers of non-
low-income children. Across the state as a whole, 1 out of 3 children lives in a low-income family. 

 
Table 5 

Distribution of Children by Family Income Level Relative to Poverty Line 
 Children in Families with Low and High Incomes: 

County Below Poverty 

Children in 
Families 

Between 100 
and 150% of 

Poverty 

Children in 
Families 

Between 150 
and 200 % of 

Poverty 

Children in 
Families with 
Income Above 

200% of 
Poverty 

Milwaukee 25.6 14.2 12.1 48.0 
Dane (Madison) 12.9 6.1 6.2 74.7 
Waukesha 3.9 3.5 4.4 88.3 
Brown (Green Bay) 10.2 9.0 8.8 72.0 
Racine 11.0 10.7 11.1 67.2 
Kenosha 16.0 9.2 5.3 69.5 
Rock (Janesville) 13.4 7.8 12.2 66.5 
Marathon (Wausau) 6.3 10.9 15.0 67.8 
Sheboygan 9.0 12.3 13.4 65.3 
La Crosse 16.1 9.1 11.6 63.2 
Multi-County Area     
Ozaukee/Washington (West Bend) 9.7 4.1 7.0 79.2 
Jefferson/Walworth 11.3 11.1 10.8 66.8 
Chippewa/Eau Claire 13.5 9.0 11.6 65.9 
Cal. /Out. / Winnebago (Appleton) 9.4 5.0 9.1 76.5 
Columbia/Dodge/Sauk (Baraboo) 11.3 9.9 11.8 67.0 
5-county area (Menomonie) 8.8 11.4 12.2 67.6 
5-county area (Dodgeville) 9.3 9.4 12.1 69.1 
6-county area (Manitowoc) 11.3 8.9 14.4 65.3 
7-county area (Fond du Lac) 14.5 10.6 12.6 62.3 
8-county area (Sparta) 14.1 9.2 13.6 63.1 
9-county area (Stevens Pt, Crandon) 14.9 8.4 11.0 65.7 
10-county area (Superior) 16.3 14.8 13.3 55.5 
State Total 14.0 9.5 10.5 66.0 
Source: IRP tabulations of 2005–2007 ACS data. 

 

Variance in Poverty within Large Counties  

The ACS data averaged across three years allows us to provide more detailed tabulations of poverty 
within Milwaukee and Dane counties (Table 6, p. 14).5

                                                 
5Brown and Waukesha are the only two other counties with large enough sample size to support some 

disaggregation of poverty within the county.  

 Child poverty rates for the four Public Use 
Microdata Areas (PUMAs) within the City of Milwaukee range from 21 percent in the southern part of 
the city to an astounding 56 percent in central Milwaukee. The high overall child poverty rate in 
Milwaukee County (25.6 percent) reflects these rates combined with much lower rates in the suburbs. The 
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child poverty rate for 2005–2007 is only 1.8 percent in a PUMA composed of suburbs located to the 
northwest (and along the lake to the northeast) and 8.1 percent in a sampling unit comprising southern 
suburbs. Poverty rates for individuals of all ages show similar patterns. 

In Dane County, the child poverty rate of 12.9 percent is an average of a much higher rate, 20.8 percent 
within Madison, and 8.3 percent in the rest of the county (Fitchburg, Middleton, Stoughton, Sun Prairie 
and other smaller areas).  

 
Table 6 

Poverty and Child Poverty within Milwaukee and Dane Counties 

County 

Poverty Rate 
(Children Under 18) 

2005–2007 

Poverty Rate 
(All Individuals) 2005–

2007 
Milwaukee (overall) 25.6 17.8 
Outer Northeast and East 25.3 17.0 
Inner North 43.3 28.9 
Central  55.8 42.6 
South 20.6 14.3 
Brown Deer, Glendale, Shorewood,  
Wauwatosa, Whitefish Bay, Other  1.8 5.4 
Southern Suburbs* 8.1 7.9 
Dane (Overall) 12.9 11.5 
Madison 20.8 18.4  
Fitchburg, Middleton, Stoughton,  
Sun Prairie, Other 8.3 5.7 
*Cudahy, Franklin, Greendale, Greenfield, Oak Creek, South Milwaukee, West Allis, Other 

 

IV. RISE IN NEED SINCE 2007: EVIDENCE FROM SNAP DATA 

The poverty data used in this report are from 2007, the most recent year for which they are available and a 
year when the state was in considerably better economic shape than it is in 2009. For instance, in March 
2007, the unemployment rate in Wisconsin was 5.6 percent, compared to 9.4 percent two years later. 
Statewide estimates of poverty for 2008 will be released by the Census Bureau in late August of 2009, but 
those will not provide detail within the state until the ACS microdata are available. Even then, they will 
not fully capture the effects of the recent economic downturn on poverty populations within Wisconsin. 
Indeed, Wisconsin unemployment rates actually fell from March 2007 to March 2008, before beginning 
to rise rapidly later in the year and continuing on into 2009. 

We therefore turn to monthly data from the Supplemental Nutrition Assistance Program (SNAP), 
formerly called the Food Stamp Program, for an examination of how need has changed—indeed has only 
increased—since 2007. Because these administrative data are publicly available within days of the 
distribution of the monthly SNAP (FoodShare) benefits, we are able to track changes in need as measured 
by SNAP enrollments, month by month, through March 2009. Although the SNAP data are available for 
each of the 72 counties in Wisconsin, we group them into the same 10-county and 12 multi-county areas 
to ease comparisons with the earlier sections of the report, as shown in MAP 3 (p. 16).  
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A more nuanced and a much more substantial version of this report would also measure the extent by 
which the average benefit size increased due to decreases in income within already eligible households. 
For instance, in the extremely distressed sections of Milwaukee, many who were already receiving SNAP 
could have experienced much higher benefit payments, and therefore the distribution of benefit amounts 
could have changed dramatically. However, these considerations of the depth as well as the extent of need 
are beyond the scope of this report.  

The growth in SNAP enrollment since 2000 is driven by many factors, including the adoption of debit 
cards and their Wisconsin rollout in summer 2000, followed by easement of vehicle exemptions, and 
other programmatic changes. Nationwide participation also increased by less than it might have because 
of other administrative practices such as fingerprinting and because of stigma more generally (Thompson 
and Reinert, 2000; Ratcliffe et al., 2008). Since 2007, however, program rules have remained constant 
(until April 1, 2009, when benefits were increased by 14 percent by the American Recovery and 
Reinvestment Act). Therefore, we believe that the lion’s share of the growth we observe below in Table 7 
is driven by the onset of the current recession. 

 
Table 7 

Increase in Average Monthly Number of SNAP Recipients, Early 2007 to Early 2009 

County 

SNAP 
Recipients, 

Monthly 
Average 

(Jan–Mar 2007) 

Percent of 
Population 

Receiving Food 
Stamps (Jan–
March 2007) 

SNAP 
Recipients, 

Monthly 
Average (Jan–

Mar 2007) 

Percent 
Increase in Past 

Two Years 
Milwaukee 139,934 15.1 169,197 21 
Dane (Madison) 21,145 4.5 30,732 45 
Waukesha 6,300 1.7 9,300 48 
Brown (Green Bay) 15,399 6.5 22,820 48 
Racine 14,950 7.9 20,134 35 
Kenosha 14,551 9.2 21,388 47 
Rock (Janesville) 13,727 8.7 19,565 43 
Marathon (Wausau) 7,383 5.8 10,102 37 
Sheboygan 5,622 5.1 9,017 60 
La Crosse 6,866 6.5 9,290 35 
Multi-County Area     
Ozaukee/Washington (West Bend) 5,520 2.6 8,192 48 
Jefferson/Walworth 8,141 4.7 12,476 53 
Chippewa/Eau Claire 10,499 6.9 14,763 41 
Cal. /Out. / Winnebago (Appleton) 15,430 4.2 22,757 47 
Columbia/Dodge/Sauk (Baraboo) 8,683 4.5 13,435 55 
5-county area (Menomonie) 11,703 4.9 18,101 55 
5-county area (Dodgeville) 6,719 4.9 10,038 49 
6-county area (Manitowoc) 10,301 5.0 15,253 48 
7-county area (Fond du Lac) 12,993 5.2 19,719 52 
8-county area (Sparta) 9,148 4.8 14,368 57 
9-county area (Stevens Pt, 
Crandon) 21,130 7.0 29,153 38 
10-county area (Superior) 15,379 9.0 22,417 46 
State Total 381,523 7.0 522,216 37 
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As shown in Table 7 and Map 3 (below), there has been a dramatic increase in SNAP benefit receipt over 
the past two years, measured from the first three months of 2007 to the first three months of 2009. The 
increase was very high, more than 50 percent, in one county (Sheboygan) and in five more rural multi-
county areas. Six counties and six multi-county areas saw increases of between 40 percent and 50 percent, 
and two counties and three multi-county areas saw lower (though still substantial) increases of between 
30 percent and 40 percent. Finally, Milwaukee County, the county with the largest number of SNAP 
recipients, saw an increase of about 21 percent, keeping the statewide increase to 37 percent, or about 18 
percent per year. These data strongly suggest there has been deterioration in the economic conditions of 
low and formerly middle-income families since 2007, when the poverty data were collected. These data 
also suggest that while need may be high and growing in the poorer areas of Milwaukee, increases in need 
were not spread evenly across the state.  


