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Key findings

Why this matters

Historically the Midwest has been a place of opportunity for workers building the
core products of the U.S. economy. But decades of relentless attacks on unions,
bolstered by anti-worker policies, have undermined working families in the
Midwest. Gains made during the pandemic will be lost unless policymakers
change course.

How to fix it

The impact of the federal pandemic response shows clearly that good policy can
change people’s lives for the better. Midwestern policymakers have an
opportunity to reverse course, repealing anti-worker policies and putting worker-
friendly policies in their place. Key policies include raising minimum wages,
enacting paid sick leave and paid family leave, protecting the right to organize,
and investing in the public sector.

Slow median wage growth

Erosion of unions

Overview

The Midwest remains the region with the nation’s lowest unemployment rate
(3.2% as of May 2023) and highest prime-age employment-to-population
ratio (81.9% in 2022). However, racial employment gaps remain significant.
The Black unemployment rate in the Midwest is more than 2.5 times the
white unemployment rate.

Wage growth has been slow for typical workers in the Midwest.

The Midwest region lags the rest of the country in the share of private-
sector workers with access to paid sick leave.

Union density has declined in the Midwest more than in any other region
since 1979, dropping from 28.9% in 1979 to 11.0% in 2022.

A strong federal policy response reduced poverty during the pandemic.
However, poverty rates are returning to previous levels as pandemic relief
programs end.

Economic recovery in the Midwest
Challenges and opportunities after the pandemic

Summary: The Midwest has faced a weakened economy in recent decades—brought
on, in part, by anti-worker policies. Federal relief efforts during the pandemic gave the
Midwest a boost, but the sunsetting of those relief programs has put workers and
families back in a precarious position. In this report, 31 charts detail the state of
employment, wages, poverty, and union density in the region.
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F rom the end of World War II until the mid-1980s,
the Midwest enjoyed relatively low inequality and
high worker wages, in large part due to high rates

of union membership. The Midwest led the country as a
region ripe with high-quality union jobs and pathways into
the middle class. Yet this leadership has been challenged
by years of relentless attacks on unions,
deindustrialization, and the failures of policymakers to
prioritize working families’ economic security. In the wake
of the Great Recession, austerity—at the federal level and
in virtually every state—only exacerbated these dynamics.
As a result, the Midwest has endured years of slow wage
growth, slow job growth, public-sector employment
shortfalls, and declines in unionization.

The federal government’s response to the COVID-19
pandemic was different. By providing strong fiscal relief at
the scale of the problem, federal lawmakers protected the
country from a protracted recession and provided regional
policymakers with the resources to make transformative
investments in support of working families.

However, as federal government relief efforts wind down,
Midwestern policymakers must take full advantage of an
improving economy and new federal resources made
possible through recent legislation. They can use these
resources to bolster public systems (e.g., education, health
care) and rebuild the structures and programs that will
create high-quality union jobs in infrastructure,
manufacturing, and clean energy technologies.

The Midwest’s story as a place of opportunity for workers
building the core products of the U.S. economy need not
be lost to the past. Regional lawmakers have a historic
opportunity to restore that character, advancing equity and
economic opportunity for all who call the region home.
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Key findings

▪ The Midwest has seen an increase in anti-worker policies. Most
Midwestern states have implemented policies in the past 15 years that have
worsened job quality and reduced economic security for working families,
such as limiting worker rights and preempting local governments’ efforts to
improve labor standards.

▪ Racial employment gaps persist. The Midwest remains the region with the
nation’s lowest unemployment and highest employment-to-population ratio,
but racial employment gaps remain significant.

▪ The Midwest has failed to recover lost public-sector jobs. As in the rest of
the country, regional job growth exiting the pandemic has been strong, yet
the Midwest’s public sector has still not recovered the jobs lost at the
beginning of the COVID-19 pandemic.

▪ Wage growth is slow. A significant bright spot of the current recovery
nationally and in the Midwest has been the largely unprecedented
improvement in wages for the economy’s lowest-paid workers. However, the
state of typical worker wages in the Midwest is less encouraging. The
Midwest has had the slowest wage growth of any region in the country both
during the Great Recession and since the beginning of the pandemic.
Between 2019 and 2022, real median wages increased only $0.08 (0.4%) in
the Midwest, while the Northeast and West saw increases of more than a
dollar (5.7% and 4.7%, respectively). Between 1979 and 2022, the Midwest’s
relative median wage—the ratio of the regional median wage to the national
median wage—has declined more than any other region’s.

▪ Union density has declined. Union density has declined in the Midwest
more than in any other region since 1979. Declining union density is a
contributor to the region’s slow wage growth and growth in inequality. Once
a union-dense region, the Midwest today has only one state that ranks in the
top 10 for union membership.

▪ Midwesterners lack access to paid leave. The region lags the rest of the
country in the share of private-sector workers with access to paid sick leave
as an employee benefit. The Midwest has also been slower than other
regions to pass legislation guaranteeing paid sick days to all workers.

▪ A strong policy response reduced poverty during the pandemic. A weak
policy response in the wake of the Great Recession exacerbated poverty,
but the strong policy response to the pandemic recession led to a significant
drop in poverty rates (as captured by the supplemental poverty measure) in
the Midwest and nationwide. Unfortunately, the sunsetting of pandemic
relief programs means poverty rates have returned to their previous levels.
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▪ The federal pandemic response shows these trends can be reversed. The
federal government’s response to the pandemic demonstrates that, going
forward, state policymakers have the opportunity to enact policies that will
increase job quality and build racial equity.

Midwestern policymakers have an
opportunity to change course to
improve the lives of working families
in the region
This report closely examines the economy of the Midwest as the nation recovers from the
COVID-19 pandemic. The influx of federal funds from the CARES Act, the American Rescue
Plan Act (ARPA), and other federal legislation blunted the worst economic effects from
COVID, but those supports are now waning. Policymakers across the Midwest have
choices to make, choices that will critically shape the economic trajectory for working
families in the region going forward.

Midwestern policymakers enacted numerous
anti-worker policies in the wake of the Great
Recession
The 12 states of the Midwest region1 faced just such a moment of decision over a decade
ago. The Midwest entered the Great Recession as a region with (on the whole) high
workforce participation, strong public- and private-sector unions, and many dynamic local
governments that were supporting strong labor standards and safe workplaces (Pabst
2011; McKinney 2021; Wolfe et al. 2021).

In the wake of the Great Recession, though, right-wing politicians took control in all
Midwestern states except Illinois and Minnesota (Tope, Pickett, and Chiricos 2015) and
began passing policies that had negative outcomes for workers, especially for Black and
brown workers. The majority of Midwestern states embraced fiscal austerity, disinvested in
public services, and rolled back workers’ rights. Further, they restricted local governments
from (among other things) raising minimum wages, enacting paid leave, or setting high-
road labor standards for publicly funded development projects. The predictable outcomes
were an increase in inequality, wage stagnation, and worsening racial wage and
employment gaps.

Table 1 notes some of the key policy decisions Midwestern states made from the Great
Recession through the beginnings of the COVID-19 pandemic.
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Table 1 State policy changes impacting workers in Midwestern
states, 2009–2022

Anti-worker policy changes Worker-friendly policy changes

State

Passed
RTW
law

Limited public-sector
collective bargaining

rights
Preempted local
pro-worker laws

Increased
state

minimum
wage

Expanded
Medicaid

Expanded
collective

bargaining
rights

Illinois ✓ ✓ ✓

Indiana ✓ ✓ ✓ ✓

Iowa * ✓ ✓ ✓

Kansas * ✓ ✓

Michigan ✓ ✓ ✓ ✓ ✓

Minnesota ✓ ✓ ✓

Missouri ↩↩ ✓ ✓ ✓ ✓

Nebraska * ✓ ✓

North
Dakota

* ✓ ✓

Ohio ↩↩ ✓ ✓

South
Dakota

* ✓ ✓ ✓

Wisconsin ✓ ✓ ✓

Notes: “Passed RTW law” means the state enacted a so-called right-to-work law. South Dakota adopted
Medicaid expansion in 2022, but it was not implemented until mid-2023.
✓ = adopted policy 2009–2022
* = already had policy prior to 2009
↩ = Legislation passed by legislators but overturned by a ballot measure

Sources: Sherer, Why ‘Right-to-Work’ Was Always Wrong for Michigan (EPI, 2023); Morrissey and Sherer,
Unions Can Reduce the Public-Sector Pay Gap (EPI, 2022); Wolfe et al., Preempting Progress in the
Heartland (EPI, 2021); Economic Policy Institute, Current Population Survey Extracts (2023); Kaiser Family
Foundation, Status of State Medicaid Expansion Decisions: Interactive Map (2023); Sherer, Illinois Workers’
Rights Amendment Sets New Bar for State Worker Power Policy (EPI, 2022).

Anti-worker policy changes

RTW laws. So-called right-to-work (RTW) laws limit the power of private-sector unions.
RTW laws have been shown to exacerbate income inequality, lower worker wages, and
widen racial wage and employment gaps (Sherer 2023).

Five Midwestern states already had RTW laws on the books before the Great Recession; in
the 2010s, Indiana, Michigan, and Wisconsin joined them. Missouri also enacted RTW in
2017, but Missouri’s voters overturned that decision in a 2018 ballot measure, with 67% of
those voting opposed to RTW (Missouri Secretary of State 2018).

Restrictions on public-sector unions. In addition, eight Midwestern states passed
legislation limiting the rights of public employees to organize and collectively bargain. The
first of these was passed in a once pro-union state. In 1959, Wisconsin was the first state to
grant public employees the right to collectively bargain (Lichtenstein 2002). The passage
of Act 10 in March 2011 undermined those rights.

Wisconsin’s Act 10 prohibited negotiations over most workplace issues (such as hours of
work, employee discipline, health insurance, and safety) and limited unions’ rights to

4

https://www.epi.org/blog/why-right-to-work-was-always-wrong-for-michigan-restoring-workers-rights-is-key-to-reversing-growing-income-inequality-in-michigan/
https://www.epi.org/publication/public-sector-pay-gap-co-va/
https://www.epi.org/publication/preemption-in-the-midwest/
https://www.epi.org/publication/preemption-in-the-midwest/
https://www.kff.org/medicaid/issue-brief/status-of-state-medicaid-expansion-decisions-interactive-map/
https://www.epi.org/blog/illinois-workers-rights-amendment-sets-new-bar-for-state-worker-power-policy-other-state-legislatures-should-seize-the-moment-to-advance-worker-racial-and-gender-justice-in-2023/
https://www.epi.org/blog/illinois-workers-rights-amendment-sets-new-bar-for-state-worker-power-policy-other-state-legislatures-should-seize-the-moment-to-advance-worker-racial-and-gender-justice-in-2023/


collect union dues through payroll deduction. It also forced all unions to annually hold a
recertification vote to maintain their status as a collective bargaining representative. The
law further prevented public employers and unions from agreeing to worker raises above
the Consumer Price Index without subjecting it to a voter referendum. The law’s clear
purpose was to limit the power of workers, and it resulted in a significant decline in union
membership in the state.

Preemption. A third policy enacted by most Midwestern state legislatures was the
preemption of local labor standards. Preemption refers to state laws restricting the right of
local governments (mostly cities and counties) to enact local ordinances on certain issues.
Three particular local government actions were targeted by these preemption laws, which
prohibited cities and counties from:

1. Setting a minimum wage higher than that of the state. In Kansas City, Missouri, and
Milwaukee, Wisconsin, preemption laws forced a reduction in the cities’ existing
minimum wages.

2. Enacting paid leave requirements for employers receiving public money.

3. Setting standards for municipal contracts and procurement through mechanisms
common elsewhere such as project labor agreements (PLA)—contracts used in the
construction industry to set basic conditions for safety, pay, and benefits on municipal
projects—and prevailing wage laws.

Worker-friendly policy changes

Minimum wage increases. There is strong evidence that higher minimum wages are an
effective policy for raising the pay of low-wage workers (EPI 2023b). Six of the 12
Midwestern states passed laws to raise their minimum wages during this period. However,
the minimum wage in five Midwestern states is still set at the federal level of $7.25.

Medicaid expansion. Medicaid expansion reduces a state’s uninsured rate (Guerra-Cardus
and Lukens 2023) and is associated with lower mortality rates, especially among women
and Black people (Lee, Dodge, and Terrault 2022). Ten Midwestern states have expanded
Medicaid through the Affordable Care Act; two have not (KFF 2023).

Expansion of collective bargaining rights. Two states in the Midwest—Minnesota and
Illinois—took steps during this period to strengthen workers’ rights. Minnesota banned
noncompete clauses and captive audience meetings, among other measures, and Illinois
enshrined collective bargaining rights in the state’s constitution.

Midwestern states should pursue pro-worker
policies to build on post-pandemic progress
With the onset of the COVID-19 pandemic, the region’s economy was bolstered by
significant investment from the federal government. This investment—through the CARES
Act, the American Rescue Plan Act, and other legislation—provided relief at the scale of
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the problem.

When millions of jobs were lost in the initial months of the pandemic, most of the
unemployed and their families were reasonably protected. Indeed, pandemic safety net
programs kept millions out of poverty (Banerjee and Zipperer 2022). Supports for
businesses and fiscal aid to state and local governments prevented more severe layoffs.
With household income reasonably maintained by federal programs, strong consumer
demand fueled a rapid recovery, with employers eager to rehire staff. This tight labor
market gave low-wage workers leverage, leading to strong real wage growth for most
workers and a job market that had largely recovered by the end of 2022.

Midwestern states now have an opportunity to build on this momentum and shift away
from the policy choices that weakened worker power prior to the pandemic. Going back to
the anti-union, anti-worker austerity of the 2010s will exacerbate inequality, suppress
wages, and weaken public services. That is not the path the Midwest should take. Instead,
the Midwest should take the high road. Policies to support collective bargaining,
strengthen labor standards, and invest in public services will lead to better lives for
working families across the region.

Subsequent sections of this report describe how the Midwest economy has performed
coming out of the pandemic, and how that performance compares both with the period
leading up to the outbreak of COVID-19 and with the period of economic recovery
following the Great Recession. We first look at the recovery of jobs and at trends in
unemployment rates and employment levels. Next, we look at wages and other measures
of job quality. We then discuss poverty and inequality in the region. We close with a
discussion of the role of unions and collective bargaining in strengthening job quality and
the lives of working families.

Jobs and unemployment
The Midwest continues to face job deficits
relative to other regions
As of May 2023, the Midwest has gained 151,700 jobs (+0.5%) since February 2020—the
second-smallest gain of any region. The Northeast gained less than 3,000 jobs (+0.01%),
while the South gained over 2.5 million jobs (+4.6%) and the West gained nearly 1.1 million
jobs (+3.0%) (Economic Policy Institute analysis of BLS-CES various years).

While the raw numbers seem to imply the Midwest is doing better than the Northeast, the
Midwest is in fact the only region facing a jobs deficit—the gap between the current level
of jobs and the level of jobs expected under pre-recession employment rates when
accounting for population growth. The region would need to add about 116,000 jobs to
regain its February 2020 employment at its May 2023 population size.

Meanwhile, all other regions have added more jobs than we would expect had they not
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Figure A The Midwest is the only region facing a jobs deficit
relative to pre-pandemic employment trends
Difference between pre-recession employment projections and actual
employment in May 2023

Notes: Midwest, Northeast, South, and West refer to the four geographic regions of the United States as
defined by the U.S. Census Bureau. Job deficit and surplus calculations are based on an estimation of the
number of jobs that would exist if pre-pandemic employment levels were maintained under the current
population size in each region (counterfactual employment). The deficit (or surplus) is the difference
between counterfactual employment and the actual number of jobs in each region in May 2023.

Source: Economic Policy Institute analysis of Bureau of Labor Statistics Current Employment Statistics and
Bureau of Labor Statistics Local Area Unemployment Statistics.

-115,648

188,481

37,811

327,605

Midwest South Northeast West

experienced a recession. The West has added almost 330,000 jobs above this
counterfactual (employment levels if the pandemic recession had not occurred), while the
South has added over 188,000 jobs and the Northeast has added almost 38,000 (see
Figure A).

The Midwest’s unemployment rate is at a
historic low, but racial disparities remain a
concern
As a result of federal action to promote a strong jobs recovery from the COVID-19
pandemic recession, by 2022 all regions had achieved near-full or full recoveries to 2019
unemployment rates. The Midwest was no exception.

The region has enjoyed comparatively low unemployment rates over the medium term:
The Midwest’s unemployment rate has been lower than the U.S. average for the past 13
years and has been the lowest of any region for seven of those years (see Appendix
Figure A). As of May 2023, the Midwest’s unemployment rate—3.2%—was once again
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Table 2 The Midwest’s unemployment rate is the lowest of any
region
Unemployment rate by region and Midwestern state, select months

February 2020 May 2023

United States 3.5% 3.7%

West 4.0% 4.0%

South 3.5% 3.3%

Northeast 3.9% 3.6%

Midwest 3.6% 3.2%

Illinois 3.8% 4.1%

Indiana 3.4% 3.1%

Iowa 2.6% 2.7%

Kansas 3.1% 2.9%

Michigan 3.8% 3.7%

Minnesota 3.9% 2.9%

Missouri 3.3% 2.5%

Nebraska 3.0% 1.9%

North Dakota 2.2% 2.1%

Ohio 4.6% 3.6%

South Dakota 2.6% 1.9%

Wisconsin 3.0% 2.4%

Note: Midwest, Northeast, South, and West refer to the four geographic regions of the United States as
defined by the U.S. Census Bureau.

Source: Economic Policy Institute analysis of U.S. Bureau of Labor Statistics Local Area Unemployment
Statistics data.

lower than any other region’s and has reached a historic low for the region (FRED 2023).

Within Midwestern states, unemployment remained highest in Illinois (4.1%) and Michigan
(3.7%) as of May 2023. As shown in Table 2, all other Midwestern states had
unemployment rates below the national average of 3.7% (BLS-LAUS various years).

Workers of all races and ethnicities fared better during the current economic recovery than
after the Great Recession. Over the first three years of the post–Great Recession recovery
(2007–2010), the unemployment rate increased by over 6 points for Black, Hispanic, and
AAPI/AIAN/multiracial workers2 and nearly 4 points for white workers in the Midwest (see
Figure B). After the Great Recession, these unemployment rates did not return to pre-
recession rates until 2015—eight years later.
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Figure B The Midwest’s unemployment rate has recovered
relatively quickly following the pandemic recession,
but racial disparities remain
Unemployment rate by race in the Midwest, 2007–2022

Notes: “Midwest” refers to the 12 states that make up the region as defined by the U.S. Census Bureau.
AAPI stands for Asian American and Pacific Islander, and AIAN stands for American Indian and Alaska
Native.

Source: Economic Policy Institute analysis of Current Population Survey microdata from the U.S. Census
Bureau.
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In contrast, between 2019, the year just prior to the pandemic, and 2022, the
unemployment rate declined among white workers (0.2 percentage points) and AAPI/
AIAN/multiracial workers (0.8 percentage points). The unemployment rate for Black
workers stayed the same. Among Hispanic workers, it increased 0.3 points.

Throughout this period, though, severe disparities have persisted. The unemployment rate
for Black workers and AAPI/AIAN/multiracial workers was more than 2.5 times the white
unemployment rate in 2022. Reducing these disparities requires bold investments,
including expanding workers’ rights and worker power, investing in the care economy and
public sector, addressing the affordable housing crisis, and reducing barriers to
employment for formerly incarcerated Midwesterners (Kamper 2022a).
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Employment
The Midwest achieved a quick return to
pre-pandemic employment and must resist
austerity to sustain progress
Arguably the best measure of labor market health, the prime-age employment-to-
population ratio or prime-age “EPOP” is the share of workers ages 25–54 who are
currently employed. Whereas other measures—such as the unemployment rate and the
labor force participation rate—can mask labor market weakness resulting from workers’
decisions to seek work or be skewed by demographic changes, the prime-age EPOP is a
straightforward calculation of what share of the core working-age population has a job.

The Midwest is a region that works. As shown in Figure C, since the mid-1980s, the
Midwest has consistently had the highest employment-to-population ratio of any region of
the country, reaching a peak of 84.3% in 1999.

However, failure to restore the public sector in the wake of the Great Recession in most
states has stalled employment growth, and racial and gender employment gaps persist.
The post-2000 decline in the prime-age EPOP nationwide was a result of fiscal austerity,
which sapped aggregate demand (spending by households, businesses, and
governments) and prevented a full recovery of employment (Bivens 2014). In the Midwest,
harmful trade policy exacerbated these dynamics by further reducing aggregate demand
(Shields and Stettner 2020).

Fortunately, fiscal stimulus in the wake of the COVID-19 pandemic has quickened the
recovery of the prime-age EPOP relative to the early aughts.

Figure C shows that despite the unprecedented job losses caused by the COVID-19
pandemic, in both the Midwest and other regions, the prime-age EPOP recovered
significantly faster after the pandemic-induced recession than it did following the Great
Recession. In the Midwest, the prime-age EPOP took 11 years following the Great
Recession to recover to its 2007 levels, and all regions exhibited similar trends. In contrast,
in all regions, the prime-age EPOP has nearly recovered to its 2019 rates within three
years. In 2022, the Midwest prime-age EPOP of 82% remains the highest in the country
(see Figure C). Nationwide, the June 2023 prime-age EPOP rate—80.9%—is approaching
the all-time high of 81.9% reached in April 2000 (Irwin 2023).

The federal response during the pandemic hastened the region’s employment recovery.
However, without policies to support high-road jobs, the Midwest risks further decline in
job quality, weakening workforce participation, and continued growth in inequality.
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Figure C Employment has recovered to pre-pandemic rates in
all regions but is consistently highest in the Midwest
Prime-age employment-to-population ratio by region, 1979–2022

Notes: Midwest, Northeast, South, and West refer to the four geographic regions of the United States as
defined by the U.S. Census Bureau. The prime-age employment-to-population ratio (EPOP) is the share of
people ages 25–54 who are working.

Source: Economic Policy Institute analysis of Current Population Survey microdata from the U.S. Census
Bureau.
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Though the prime-age EPOP varies widely
across states, all Midwestern states’ prime-age
EPOPs recovered faster after the pandemic than
after the Great Recession
Within the Midwest, the prime-age EPOP varies widely across different states but has
exhibited similar trends since 2007. The prime-age EPOP is consistently highest in North
Dakota, South Dakota, Iowa, Nebraska, and Minnesota, and lowest in Michigan, Ohio,
Indiana, and Illinois.

In all Midwestern states, the prime-age EPOP fell during the Great Recession and faced an
uneven recovery over the subsequent decade. During the pandemic recession, the prime-
age EPOP fell more quickly and recovered more quickly than during the Great Recession,
following a v-shaped pattern in most states.

Compared with 2007, the year prior to the Great Recession, and 2019, the year prior to the
COVID-19 pandemic, four states exhibit prime-age EPOPs that are higher in 2022 than in
both key previous years: Indiana, Illinois, Missouri, and Iowa. However, the other eight
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Figure D In seven Midwestern states, the prime-age EPOP has
surpassed 2019 rates, while Ohio and Wisconsin trail
their 2007 rates
Prime-age employment-to-population ratio by Midwestern state, select years

Note: The prime-age employment-to-population ratio (EPOP) is the share of people ages 25–54 who are
working.

Source: Economic Policy Institute analysis of Current Population Survey microdata from the U.S. Census
Bureau.
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Midwestern states are faring worse on prime-age EPOP in 2022 relative to at least one of
those years—or relative to both, as is the case in Ohio and Wisconsin. Wisconsin’s 2022
prime-age EPOP lags furthest behind 2007 levels, followed by slightly smaller gaps in
Ohio, North Dakota, and South Dakota. South Dakota’s prime-age EPOP increased over its
2019 rate more than any other Midwestern state; the opposite is true for Wisconsin (see
Figure D).

Employment disparities by race and gender
persist and, in some cases, have grown
Despite high employment rates overall and progress for Black workers, disparities remain
in employment based on race/ethnicity and gender.

Employment rates by race/ethnicity

While the gaps between the white EPOP and the AAPI, Hispanic, and Black EPOPs have
narrowed over the last 15 years, significant gaps remain, and the prime-age EPOP gap
between white workers and AIAN/multiracial/other workers has grown (see Figure E). The
Black prime-age EPOP (76.4% in 2022) is 7.1 percentage points lower than the white rate of
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Figure E The Black-white prime-age EPOP gap has narrowed
but Indigenous-white gap has widened
Prime-age employment-to-population ratio in the Midwest, by race/ethnicity,
2007–2022

Notes: “Midwest” refers to the 12 states that make up the region as defined by the U.S. Census Bureau.
AAPI stands for Asian American and Pacific Islander, AIAN stands for American Indian and Alaska Native,
and other is other race.

Source: Economic Policy Institute analysis of Current Population Survey microdata from the U.S. Census
Bureau.

83.2% 83.5%

77.2%

82.4%

77.5% 78.2%

72.0%

76.4%
72.5%

68.0%

White AAPI Hispanic Black AIAN / multiracial / other
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83.5%. The AIAN/multiracial/other prime-age EPOP (68.0%) is 15.5 points lower than the
white rate.

The prime-age EPOP among white, Hispanic, and AIAN/multiracial/other workers has not
recovered to 2019 levels. However, the prime-age EPOP among Black and AAPI workers
has exceeded 2019 levels by 1.3 percentage points and 3.9 percentage points,
respectively.

The recovery of the Black prime-age EPOP is an especially positive development given
long-standing race-based disparities in labor market outcomes. The Black prime-age
EPOP faced a slow recovery after the Great Recession but has reached an all-time high in
the current recovery. This is likely the result of a tight labor market spurred by policy
investments during the pandemic recession.

Employment rates by gender

Little progress has been made to close the gap between the prime-age men’s and prime-
age women’s rates of employment. The share of prime-age men in the Midwest with a job
has consistently been at least 10 percentage points higher than that of women in the
Midwest since 2007 (see Figure F).
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Figure F Little progress has been made to close the large
gender employment gap
Prime-age employment-to-population ratio in the Midwest by gender,
2007–2022

Notes: “Midwest” refers to the 12 states that make up the region as defined by the U.S. Census Bureau.
The prime-age employment-to-population ratio (EPOP) is the share of people ages 25–54 who are
working.

Source: Economic Policy Institute analysis of Current Population Survey microdata from the U.S. Census
Bureau.
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A key reason for the gender gap in employment is our nation’s care economy crisis.
Women bear the brunt of caregiving responsibilities, both paid and unpaid, both for
children and other family members (Gould, Sawo, and Banerjee 2021). The lack of
accessible and affordable care forces women to make impossible choices between
unpaid care work at home and underpaid work in the formal economy. Investments in the
care economy would create opportunities for high-quality jobs in care work and enable
unpaid caregivers to enter the labor force.

Employment rates at the intersection of race/ethnicity and
gender

When considering the intersection of race and gender on prime-age employment in the
Midwest, there is a clear clustering of white, Hispanic, and AAPI prime-age men exhibiting
high EPOP rates (88%–90% in 2022), as seen in Figure G. Meanwhile, AIAN, multiracial,
and other race/ethnicity men and women—as well as Black, Hispanic, and AAPI prime-age
women—are employed at much lower rates (65%–75%). The prime-age EPOP for white
women falls in between these two clusters (79%). While the prime-age EPOP for Black men
has historically been low relative to white women, Black men’s prime-age EPOP in 2022
was equal to that of white women.
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Figure G The prime-age EPOP is high among white, Hispanic,
and AAPI men but low for multiracial workers and
Hispanic women
Prime-age employment-to-population ratio in the Midwest by race and gender,
select years

Notes: “Midwest” refers to the 12 states that make up the region as defined by the U.S. Census Bureau.
The prime-age employment-to-population ratio (EPOP) is the share of people ages 25–54 who are
working. AAPI stands for Asian American and Pacific Islander, AIAN stands for American Indian and Alaska
Native, and other is other race.

Source: Economic Policy Institute analysis of Current Population Survey microdata from the U.S. Census
Bureau.
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The intersection of gender and race/ethnicity disparities in caregiving work plays a role in
the low prime-age EPOP rates among AAPI, Black, and Hispanic women. Women of all
race/ethnicity groups spend more time providing unpaid care work at home, with Hispanic
women spending the most time caregiving across all demographic groups (Gallagher,
Robbins, and Mason 2023).
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Employment by industry
The employment recovery has been successful
overall but varies by industry, and state and
local government shortfalls persist
The pandemic’s initial effects on Midwest employment varied dramatically across different
industries. As was the case nationwide, industries that involved face-to-face
interactions—restaurants, retail, travel—were hit particularly hard. From February to April
2020, Midwest employment in leisure and hospitality was nearly cut in half (-48.9%)—a
drop that was second only to the Northeast. Notably, Midwest employment losses over the
same period in government and manufacturing were larger than in any other region, with
losses of nearly 7% and 15%, respectively (Economic Policy Institute analysis of BLS-CES
various years).

That said, throughout the country, total nonfarm employment (which includes most public-
and private-sector workers) has recovered much faster in the current recovery than after
the Great Recession. In the lead-up to the Great Recession, Midwest nonfarm employment
peaked in January 2008 and did not return to that level until November 2014—81 months
(nearly seven years) later (see Figure H). In contrast, before the pandemic recession,
nonfarm employment peaked in February 2020, declined sharply, and recovered to pre-
pandemic levels by February 2023—a span of 35 months, or just shy of three years.
Federal pandemic relief, including loans to businesses to hire employees and stimulus
payments to households that allowed workers to return to the labor market, strongly
curtailed the Midwest’s period of low employment and created the conditions necessary
for a quick recovery.

The Midwest’s two largest industries by shares of overall employment are trade,
transportation, and utilities and education and health. The five largest Midwest industries
are listed in Figure I. (See Appendix Table 1 for employment levels in all industries in the
Midwest.)

While total nonfarm employment in the region has now surpassed its pre-recession peak,
not all industries have regained the jobs they lost. As shown in Figure I, state and local
government faces a deficit of over 2.2% (nearly 100,000 jobs). Education and health faces
a smaller but still substantial deficit of 0.3% (15,300 jobs). Trade, transportation, and utilities
and professional business services have recovered (and exceeded) their pre-recession
employment levels in the Midwest.

Smaller Midwest industries include construction, financial services, and leisure and
hospitality. Construction has grown 5.0% since February 2020—the largest increase of any
Midwest industry—and financial services has grown 0.6%. Meanwhile, leisure and
hospitality remains 2.7% below February 2020 employment (Economic Policy Institute
analysis of BLS-CES various years).
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Figure H Federal fiscal relief at the scale of the problem led to a
faster recovery from the pandemic recession
Midwest private-sector employment change since business cycle peak, January
2008 and February 2020

Note: “Midwest” refers to the 12 states that make up the region as defined by the U.S. Census Bureau.

Source: Economic Policy Institute analysis of Bureau of Labor Statistics Current Employment Statistics
data.
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While the pandemic recovery has been uneven across industries, it has nevertheless been
much faster than the recovery from the Great Recession. Figure J demonstrates this for
three specific industries—manufacturing, leisure and hospitality, and state and local
government. For example, after the pre–Great Recession business cycle peak,
manufacturing still had not recovered 144 months later. After the pre-pandemic business
cycle peak, manufacturing recovered within a span of 29 months.

State and local government employment
shortfalls in the Midwest and across the country
pose harm to workers and communities
The continued weakness in state and local government hiring is a serious problem for the
Midwest and the country more broadly. From the start of the pandemic through 2021,
employment in state and local public education—which represents the lion’s share of state
and local government losses—fell by nearly 5% overall (Cooper and Martinez Hickey
2022). The dire conditions faced by public schools, public health systems, unemployment
insurance offices, and other public agencies during the pandemic made clear how critical
these public services are, particularly in times of social and economic distress.
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Figure I The Midwest’s public sector faces large employment
deficits compared with pre-pandemic levels
Employment change (in thousands) in the five largest Midwest industries,
February 2020–May 2023

Notes: “Midwest” refers to the 12 states that make up the region as defined by the U.S. Census Bureau.
Employment deficits are calculated by subtracting February 2020 employment from May 2023
employment.

Source: Economic Policy Institute analysis of Bureau of Labor Statistics Current Employment Statistics
data.
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Figure J While overall employment recovered faster after the
pandemic economic recession, not all industries have
recovered evenly

Note: “Midwest” refers to the 12 states that make up the region as defined by the U.S. Census Bureau.

Source: Economic Policy Institute analysis of Bureau of Labor Statistics Current Employment Statistics
data.
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In periods of weakened consumer demand, government spending is the primary tool to
boost economic growth. This includes spending to support public-sector employment. In
the decade following the Great Recession, policymakers in the Midwest largely chose to
defund, rather than invest in, public-sector employment. This choice resulted in sluggish
overall job growth, persistent high unemployment rates, and real median wages that
barely budged (and even declined in several years).

At least in some cases, policies that have eroded public-sector collective bargaining rights
have reduced real wages enough that state and local governments are facing soaring job
vacancy rates, as workers opt for better-paying jobs in the private sector. A prime example
is Wisconsin (Gunn 2023). The passage of Act 10 in 2011, which reduced union rights and
limited the ability of local governments to raise public-sector pay, reduced worker wages
and household incomes (Cooper 2018). Not only does Wisconsin have 8.5% fewer state
and local government jobs than it did before the beginning of the Great Recession, but it is
also having trouble filling vacancies for the jobs it still has (BLS-LAUS various years).

In the current economy, the public-sector employment shortfall has not been as
pronounced; however, the longer it persists, the more harm it causes both workers and
communities. Cuts in public-sector employment are particularly harmful to Black workers
and women, who are disproportionately employed in the sector. State and local
government has historically been a key source of family-sustaining middle-class jobs,
particularly for workers of color (Cooper and Wolfe 2020).

Moreover, a depleted public-sector workforce means that state and local governments are
less able to provide essential goods and services, such as public education,
unemployment insurance, and other social safety net protections. Within the Midwest,
eight states have state and local government employment deficits that exceed the U.S.
average: Missouri, Nebraska, Illinois, Michigan, Kansas, Minnesota, Wisconsin, and Ohio
(see Figure K).
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Figure K Eight Midwestern states’ losses in state and local
government employment exceed the U.S. average
Percent change in state and local government employment between February
2020 and May 2023, Midwestern states and U.S.

Source: Economic Policy Institute analysis of Bureau of Labor Statistics Current Employment Statistics
data.
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Wages
Low-wage workers have seen historic gains, but
median-wage workers are faring worse than in
any other region
Policy decisions to not raise minimum wages in six Midwestern states, laws preempting
local governments from passing their own minimum wage increases, and legislation
weakening unions have had a predictably deleterious effect on wages in the region. No
region has seen slower wage growth over the past 15 years.

A significant bright spot of the current recovery—nationwide and in the Midwest—has
been the largely unprecedented improvement in wages for the economy’s lowest-paid
workers (discussed below). However, the state of typical worker wages in the Midwest is
less encouraging. The Midwest fared the worst of any region on the recovery of median
wages (the wages of workers in the middle of the wage distribution) in the wake of both
the Great Recession and the more recent pandemic recession (see Figure L). Between
2007 and 2010, real (inflation-adjusted) median wages fell across the Midwest, while other
regions saw increases in their median wages. Median wages in the Midwest did not start
increasing again until 2015.

The Midwest has fared similarly poorly on real median wage growth in the current
economic recovery. Between 2019 and 2022, real median wages increased only $0.08
(0.4%) in the Midwest, while the Northeast and West saw increases of over a dollar (5.7%
and 4.7%, respectively). Relative to 2007, median wages have grown only 5.8% as of 2022,
slower than any other region.3

As a result of sluggish wage growth, wage levels in the Midwest lag almost every other
region, faring only slightly better than the South—a region known for its low wages, limited
worker protections, and hostility to unions (Henderson 2022). As seen in Figure M, in
2022 the median worker was paid $22.10 an hour in the Midwest, lower than the U.S.
average of $22.88, and much lower than the median in the West ($24.01) and Northeast
($24.94).

As shown in Figure N, the Midwest-to-U.S. median wage ratio—that is, the Midwest
median wage relative to (divided by) the U.S. median wage—has been on a downward
trajectory since 1979. Additionally, the relative median wage has declined more in the
Midwest than in any other region—8.4% between 1979 and 2022.

In 1979, the typical worker in the Midwest earned 5.5% above the typical worker
nationwide, bested only by the typical (median) worker in the West, who made 10.4% more
than the national median worker. By 2007, after three decades of active hostility toward
unions, trade policy that incentivized offshoring, and the erosion of various labor
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Figure L Following the last two recessions, median wages in
the Midwest have grown less than in other regions
Median wage growth by region, 2007–2010 and 2019–2022

Notes: Midwest, Northeast, South, and West refer to the four geographic regions of the United States as
defined by the U.S. Census Bureau. Median (50th-percentile) wages are inflation-adjusted to 2022 dollars.

Source: Economic Policy Institute analysis of Current Population Survey Outgoing Rotation Group
microdata.
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standards, the median worker in the Midwest was paid 1.5% less than the median worker
nationwide.

Notably, this decline in the relative wages of typical Midwest workers persists today. In
2022, the median wage in the Midwest was 3.4% less than the national median—only
slightly higher than the 6% lower median wage of workers in the South.

Half of Midwestern states experienced median
wage growth since 2019, but 10 states’ median
wages are still lower than the national median
Within the Midwest, there has been significant variability in median wage growth over the
past two economic downturns, so it is useful to examine state-by-state dynamics.

While the country and the Midwest region overall fared better in the recovery from the
pandemic recession than in the recovery from the Great Recession, Ohio, Iowa, South
Dakota, and Missouri fared worse, and Wisconsin’s wage growth was flat (see Figure O).

Between 2007 and 2010, in the wake of the Great Recession, median wages grew most
significantly in North Dakota, South Dakota, and Nebraska, largely due to the fracking
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Figure M Median wages in the Midwest have been below the
U.S. average for the past 15 years
Median hourly wages by region, 1979–2022

Notes: Midwest, Northeast, South, and West refer to the four geographic regions of the United States as
defined by the U.S. Census Bureau. Median (50th percentile) wages are inflation-adjusted to 2022 dollars.

Source: Economic Policy Institute analysis of Current Population Survey Outgoing Rotation Group
microdata.
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boom of the early aughts and its ripple effects in neighboring states (Rusyn 2015). Yet
these gains appear to have been short-lived in North Dakota and South Dakota, where
median wages barely grew (North Dakota) or even declined (South Dakota) over the last
three years. As demand for, and prices of, natural gas have flattened, the job market (and
thus wage growth) for these states has cooled (Rickman and Wang 2018). In Nebraska,
wages increased from 2019 to 2022. Nonetheless, wages in these three states remain
below the national median of $22.88.

Minnesota and Illinois were the only Midwestern states with median wages above the
national median in 2022, and they are the only two Midwestern states with median wages
that are consistently above the national median. In Minnesota, wages have been an
average of nearly two dollars ($1.87) higher than the U.S. median over the past 15 years. In
Illinois, median wages have been an average of $0.64 above the national median (see
Appendix Table 2).
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Figure N The Midwest-to-U.S. median wage ratio has declined
more in the Midwest than in any other region
Relative median wage by region, select years

Notes: Midwest, Northeast, South, and West refer to the four geographic regions of the United States as
defined by the U.S. Census Bureau. The relative median wage is the ratio of the regional median wage to
the U.S. median wage, where 1 indicates that a region's median wage is identical to the national median.
Median (50th percentile) wages are in nominal terms (are not adjusted for inflation).

Source: Economic Policy Institute analysis of Current Population Survey Outgoing Rotation Group
microdata.
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Low-wage workers have seen strong gains in
the current recovery, but 10th-percentile wages
remain too low and the Midwest’s low-wage
workforce remains large
Despite sluggish wage growth at the median, low-wage workers in the Midwest have seen
large gains in the current recovery. The 10th-percentile wage—the value at which only 10%
of workers are paid less and 90% of workers are paid more—has risen 8.6% since 2019.
This is, by a wide margin, the fastest wage gain at the 10th percentile of any three-year
business cycle since 1979 and an over-fivefold increase compared with the post–Great
Recession recovery (see Figure P). These wage gains are largely the result of substantial
federal spending bills passed in 2020 and 2021. These spending packages prevented a
steep drop-off in economic demand, kept numerous businesses afloat, and fueled a tight
job market, leading to an increase in wages for the lowest-paid workers across the whole
country (Gould and deCourcy 2023).

As shown in Figure Q, the “dot-com” bubble of the late 1990s and early 2000s was
marked by a tight labor market and fast wage growth—at the time, the period of fastest
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Figure O Half of Midwestern states fared better on wage
growth this recovery than in the recovery following
the Great Recession, but half fared worse
Median wage growth in Midwestern states, 2007–2010 and 2019–2022

Note: Median wages are inflation-adjusted to 2022 dollars.

Source: Economic Policy Institute analysis of Current Population Survey Outgoing Rotation Group
microdata.
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wage growth since the 1950s. The bubble burst in 2000 and the U.S. economy entered a
recession. However, wage growth at the 10th percentile continued to rise until 2002. This
was due to composition effects (not for positive reasons): Low-wage workers
disproportionately lose their jobs in economic downturns, so the resulting wage
distribution skews upward.

In 2002, 10th-percentile wages in the Midwest were nearly identical to those in the
Northeast and West (see Figure Q). However, in the decades that followed, the Midwest
began to fall further behind the West and Northeast. This trend became particularly
pronounced after 2010, when conservative lawmakers took power in many Midwestern
states and began weakening—or failing to strengthen—labor standards.
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Figure P The Midwest’s lowest-paid workers have seen strong
gains over the current recovery
Real wage changes at the 10th percentile in the Midwest over five business
cycles, 1979–2022

Notes: “Midwest” refers to the 12 states that make up the region as defined by the U.S. Census Bureau.
Tenth-percentile wages are inflation-adjusted to 2022 dollars.

Source: Economic Policy Institute analysis of Current Population Survey Outgoing Rotation Group
microdata.
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As other regions more aggressively raised the minimum wage, Republican-controlled
Midwestern states did not. Many instead adopted preemption laws preventing local
jurisdictions from enacting higher minimum wages.

Every region, including the Midwest, has made significant progress on raising the wages
of the lowest-paid workers over the past three decades. But despite gradual gains over
time, the 10th-percentile wage—$12.45 in the Midwest in 2022—remains too low for
workers to make ends meet in any part of the region (EPI 2022).

Another way to evaluate the progress made in improving pay for low-wage workers is to
look at the share of the workforce earning less than $15 per hour. As shown in Figure R,
there have been steep declines nationwide in the share of workers earning less than $15
an hour in the years since 2015. During this time, the Midwest’s share has been nearly
halved (28.1% in 2015, 14.7% in 2022). This shows good progress for low-wage workers
overall.

Over the last two decades, the Midwest has persistently had the second-highest share of
workers earning less than $15 of any region, with only the South having a higher share
(20.2% in 2022). The 14.7% share of the Midwestern workforce paid less than $15 an hour
in 2022 amounts to nearly 4.5 million workers throughout the region. In three states, over
half a million of the state’s workers are paid less than $15 an hour: Ohio (835,000), Illinois
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Figure Q Despite significant gains, workers at the bottom of the
Midwest’s pay distribution fare worse than the U.S.
average
10th-percentile hourly wages by region, 1979–2022

Note: Midwest, Northeast, South, and West refer to the four geographic regions of the United States as
defined by the U.S. Census Bureau. Tenth-percentile wages are inflation-adjusted to 2022 dollars.

Source: Economic Policy Institute analysis of Current Population Survey Outgoing Rotation Group
microdata.
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(720,000), and Michigan (671,000) (EPI analysis of BLS-CPS various years). In Ohio, Iowa,
and Kansas, that amounts to 1 in 6 workers (Figure S).

Safety net and worker protections
Federal legislation during the pandemic greatly expanded unemployment benefits and
introduced limited but important paid leave benefits. This federal intervention ran counter
to the pre-pandemic trend in most Midwestern states to weaken unemployment insurance
protection and prevent local governments from enacting paid leave provisions. In the
wake of the pandemic, some Midwestern states are following the federal government’s
lead and strengthening the safety net. However, many more are adopting policies that
mark a return to pre-pandemic austerity.
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Figure R The Midwest has consistently employed the
second-largest regional share of low-wage workers
over the last two decades
Share of workers earning less than $15 an hour by region, 1994–2022

Note: Midwest, Northeast, South, and West refer to the four geographic regions of the United States as
defined by the U.S. Census Bureau.

Source: Economic Policy Institute analysis of Current Population Survey Outgoing Rotation Group extracts,
Version 1.0.40.
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The Midwest lags other regions on paid sick
leave, both as an employer benefit and as a
legal right
A common statistic used to understand paid sick leave access is the share of private-
sector workers who report receiving paid sick days as an employer-provided benefit. In
the Midwest, 72% of private-sector workers report having access to paid sick leave.

It is important to remember that in most states employer-provided paid sick days are a
benefit that can be rescinded at any time (not a right), that they vary across employers, and
that access to this benefit is vastly unequal. While 93% of the highest-wage workers had
access to paid sick days in 2019, only 30% of the lowest-paid workers were able to earn
sick days (Gould 2020). The COVID-19 pandemic exposed these inequities and the urgent
need to enact a national paid sick leave policy (Gould 2022).

In the absence of federal action on paid sick leave, many states have enacted their own
laws mandating that employers provide paid sick leave to their workers. However,
Midwestern states have largely failed to enact guaranteed paid sick leave (in some cases
actively opposing such policies), and the region lags in access as a result.
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Figure S In Ohio, Iowa, and Kansas, one in six workers are paid
less than $15 an hour
Share of workers earning less than $15 an hour in Midwestern states, 2022

Source: EPI analysis of Current Population Survey Outgoing Rotation Group extracts, Version 1.0.40:
Economic Policy Institute.

17.7%

17.5%

16.8%

16.3%

16.0%

15.8%

14.3%

14.0%

13.6%

12.9%

10.8%

8.6%

Kansas

Iowa

Ohio

Missouri

Michigan

Indiana

Wisconsin

South Dakota

Nebraska

Illinois

North Dakota

Minnesota

While the Midwest (and all regions) have improved considerably on employer-provided
paid sick leave access over the past 15 years, the Midwest (72%) lags the West (89%),
Northeast (82%), and national average (77%) (see Figure T). Increasing access to paid sick
leave since 2007 has taken a nonlinear trajectory. Between 2007 and 2015, limited
progress was made in expanding access to paid sick leave, but access rates actually
declined nationally and in many regions between 2012 and 2014. In 2015, the Obama
administration called on states (White House 2015) to increase access to paid sick leave
and later signed an executive order granting federal contract workers access to paid sick
leave (DOL-WHD 2015). Rates of access increased in most Census Divisions through 2020
and have leveled off as of 2022.4

Paid sick leave access is highest in the West, home to California, Oregon, and Washington.
California passed paid sick leave in 2014, followed by Oregon in 2015 and Washington in
2016. Most of the Northeast states—except Pennsylvania and New Hampshire—also have
paid sick leave policies in place.
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Unlike in the West and Northeast, state legislatures in the Midwest have largely failed to
enact statewide measures guaranteeing access to paid sick leave. In the absence of
statewide measures, localities have attempted to pass their own paid sick leave measures,
but state legislatures have used preemption to block these measures from taking effect.
The ability of Midwest localities to require employers to provide paid sick days has been
preempted in six Midwest states: Wisconsin in 2011, followed by Indiana in 2013; Michigan,
Iowa, and Missouri in 2015; and Ohio in 2016 (Wolfe et al. 2021).

Of the 12 states that make up the Midwest, only two have passed statewide paid sick leave
laws—Michigan in 2018 and Minnesota in 2023. In the wake of the COVID-19 pandemic,
Minnesota lawmakers enacted a law that mandates employers to provide workers with
one hour of paid sick time for every 30 hours worked (six sick days per year for full-time
workers). The law covers employers of all size and will benefit as many as 900,000 part-
time and full-time workers in the state (Ferguson 2023). In contrast, Michigan’s paid sick
leave law, as adopted, excludes a large share of the state’s workforce (Ruark 2018) and
remains embroiled in legal challenges—as a result, the state effectively has no paid sick
leave policy as of this publication (Miller 2023).

While paid sick leave is important for short-term absences, it is ill-suited for longer family
and health-related absences. Access to paid family and medical leave (PFML) is critical for
such circumstances; however, access to PFML is even less common than access to paid
sick leave (Gould-Werth 2022). In the absence of a federal paid family and medical leave
program, many states have implemented their own programs mandating paid time off for
workers to care for a new child, care for a sick family member, or take care of their own
serious illness. However, the Midwest has been similarly slow to enact paid family and
medical leave or has actively preempted it. Minnesota is the only state in the region to
have enacted such a program. Minnesota’s paid family and medical leave law was
approved in May 2023 and will go into effect in 2026 (Weston Williamson 2023).

Midwestern lawmakers must strengthen
unemployment insurance systems to support
workers and sustain progress on its
unemployment rate
Federal legislation passed during the first year of the pandemic both expanded eligibility
for and the generosity of unemployment benefits. The quick jobs recovery, in the Midwest
and elsewhere, served as a powerful refutation of the harmful argument that adequate
unemployment benefits lead to people being “too lazy” to work (Martinez Hickey and
Cooper 2021). A strong and robust unemployment insurance system is a vital tool in
navigating economic downturns.

However, harmful legislation to reduce the generosity of unemployment benefits threatens
to undo the Midwest’s progress on unemployment. While the standard unemployment
benefit in most states is 26 weeks, four Midwestern states provide unemployment
recipients with fewer than 26 weeks of benefits (CBPP 2023): Iowa and Kansas (16 weeks),
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Figure T The Midwest has been slow to expand paid sick leave
and lags most regions in access
Paid sick leave access by region, select years

Notes: Midwest, Northeast, South, and West refer to the four geographic regions of the United States as
defined by the U.S. Census Bureau. The chart reports the share of private-sector workers with access to
paid sick leave in March of a given year. Census Region data are not available prior to 2014, so regional
data has been imputed by applying the share of private-sector workers with paid sick leave access to the
employed population of that division in March of the relevant year.

Sources: Bureau of Labor Statistics Current Employment Statistics and Bureau of Labor Statistics National
Compensation Survey, “Employee Benefits in the United States.”
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Missouri and Michigan (20 weeks). In Missouri, 20 weeks of benefits are available only
when the unemployment rate exceeds 9%. If the unemployment rate is below 6%, the
maximum number of weeks is 13. The South is the only region where more states (7 states)
provide fewer than 26 weeks of benefits. Two Midwestern states—Iowa and
Wisconsin—are among the four states (the other two being Kentucky and Louisiana) that
passed laws limiting unemployment benefits in 2022 (Gwyn 2022). The Iowa law cuts the
number of weeks recipients can claim benefits from 26 to 16 and forces UI claimants to
accept a job that pays lower wages than their previous job. The Wisconsin law would have
reduced the number of weeks from 26 to 14, depending on the state’s unemployment rate,
but Governor Tony Evers vetoed the legislation.

In 2023, Iowa lawmakers introduced another bill restricting access to UI by increasing the
number of work searches claimants need to conduct in order to remain eligible for
benefits, as well as lowering the weekly benefit rates for unemployed Iowans with three or
more dependents (Iowa Legislature 2023). Missouri lawmakers introduced a bill that
reduces the state’s maximum benefit duration further—from 20 weeks to eight weeks if
the state unemployment rate is below 3.5% (Missouri Legislature 2023), even if
unemployment exceeds this rate in some areas of the state (Missouri Budget Project
2023). Bills to restrict access to unemployment insurance were also introduced in Ohio (SB
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116) and Wisconsin (SB 233). (See Ohio Legislature 2023; Wisconsin State Legislature
2023.) Each of these bills received lobbying support from the Opportunity Solutions
Project, the lobbying arm of the Foundation for Government Accountability, a right-wing
think tank working across the country to deregulate employment and shrink the public
sector (Bogage and Paúl 2023).

However, not all Midwestern states are seeking to weaken their unemployment insurance
systems; some are instead expanding unemployment benefits. In Minnesota, the state
legislature recently passed a bill to extend eligibility of unemployment benefits to public
school support staff during the summer months. Illinois passed a similar bill in 2020. These
benefits are a lifeline to school employees, who are disproportionately women and
workers of color, paid low wages, and—until recently—forced to go months without pay or
unemployment benefits (Wolfe and Kamper 2021).

Instead of making unemployment insurance benefits less generous and more difficult for
unemployed workers to access, the Midwest should follow the lead of states like
Minnesota and Illinois. This would benefit both workers and the macroeconomy of the
region.

Poverty
To assess economic well-being following the Great Recession, we rely on the official
poverty measure (OPM) published by the U.S. Census Bureau. When looking at the
recovery from the pandemic recession, we expand our analysis to also use the
supplemental poverty measure (SPM), which became available in 2011 after the Great
Recession.

The supplemental poverty measure helps capture
an expanded picture of poverty in the wake of the
pandemic recession

The U.S. Census Bureau publishes annual estimates of two measures of poverty
each year: the official poverty measure and the supplemental poverty measure.
The official poverty measure, developed in the 1960s, is calculated by comparing
pretax income to a national poverty threshold that is adjusted by the size and
composition of the family. This measure informs eligibility for many government
programs and has often served as an instrument to assess economic well-being
(Shrider and Creamer 2023). Until 2011, this was the only measure of poverty
available from the U.S. Census Bureau in its annual poverty reports.

The official poverty measure has its limitations. For one, it can understate the
material shortcomings individuals and families experience in their own
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communities. For example, the income needs of a family of four (with two adults
and two children) in the lowest-cost-of-living county in the Midwest—Howell
County, Missouri—are more than twice the official poverty line (EPI 2022; Shrider
and Creamer 2023). Because the income needs of families exceed the low bar
established by the official poverty line, progress in the official poverty rate may
overstate actual progress in the economic well-being of individuals and families.
The official poverty measure also understates the impact of policy. This is
because it doesn’t reflect how noncash assistance, like benefits from the
Supplemental Nutrition Assistance Program (SNAP), and tax credits, such as the
Child Tax Credit, impact the economic well-being of individuals and families.

To address the limitations of the official poverty measure and to help
complement it, the U.S. Census Bureau began to release annual estimates of the
supplemental poverty measure in 2011 (U.S. Census Bureau 2022). Unlike the
official poverty measure, the SPM factors geographic differences in housing
costs and it accounts for major government benefits and credits that help
families meet their basic needs.

A lot of these programs that help families avoid economic deprivation, like SNAP
and the Child Tax Credit, were temporarily expanded during the pandemic and
helped keep millions of Americans out of poverty (Banerjee and Zipperer 2022).
By accounting for these transfers and for living and work expenses associated
with child and medical care, the SPM provides a broader portrait of the factors
that can shape the material well-being of individuals and families where they
reside.

Poverty is the result of policy choices
Federal- and state-level policies can help lessen the impact that economic shocks and
contractions have on the well-being of millions across the country and in the Midwest. A
weak policy response to the Great Recession contributed to a large and prolonged
increase in the official poverty rate in the Midwest in the years that followed.

In the wake of the pandemic recession, the official poverty rate rose only slightly. The
more interesting narrative, though, is found in looking at the supplemental poverty rates. A
strong policy response to the pandemic and its economic aftermath—including federal aid
to state and local governments—meant that supplemental poverty rates actually declined
in its wake. However, a return to the pre-pandemic status quo in 2022 led to a significant
increase in supplemental poverty, as seen in recently released poverty data from the
Census Bureau.
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Figure U Weak policy response to the Great Recession kept
poverty rates elevated nationally and in the Midwest
Official poverty rate, U.S. and Midwest, 2007–2021

Notes: The official poverty measure compares pretax cash income to a set of thresholds that vary by the
size of the family and the ages of family members. These calculations do not account for the value of
in-kind benefits or tax credits, nor do they consider regional differences in living costs or expenses.
Midwest, Northeast, South, and West refer to the four geographic regions of the United States as defined
by the U.S. Census Bureau.

Source: U.S. Census Bureau, Table 9. Poverty of People by Region [xlsx].
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Official poverty grew and persisted after the Great
Recession amid a weak policy response

Official poverty estimates in the Midwest have trended below—but tracked with—the
national poverty rate since 2007 (see Figure U). The Great Recession and the weak policy
response that followed (Bivens 2019) led to a relatively large increase in poverty in the
Midwest, tracking with an increase nationwide. The share of individuals who struggle to
make ends meet below the official poverty line increased by 2.5 percentage points
nationally from 2007 to 2011, rising from 12.5% to 15%. In the Midwest, the poverty rate
increased by 2.9 percentage points during the same period, rising from 11.1% in 2007 to
14% in 2011.

Some states in the Midwest were hit particularly hard by the Great Recession and the
anemic policy response. Between 2009 and 2011, the average poverty rate in Indiana,
Michigan, and Missouri was higher than the national average of 14.8% (see Table 3).

The misguided focus on austerity measures after the Great Recession prolonged the
financial hardship of economically vulnerable Americans. Poverty was slow to recover from
the Great Recession across the United States, but it was even slower to recover in the
Midwest. At the national level, official poverty did not recover to its pre-recession rate until
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Table 3 Poverty in the Midwest remained elevated long after
the Great Recession
Three-year-average official poverty rates between 2005 and 2021 (U.S. and
Midwestern states)

2005–2007 2007–2009 2009–2011 2011–2013 2013–2015 2015–2017 2017–2019 2019–2021

United
States

12.5% 13.4% 14.8% 14.8% 14.4% 12.8% 11.5% 11.2%

Illinois 10.7% 11.8% 13.8% 13.4% 12.7% 11.3% 10.4% 9.3%

Indiana 11.7% 14.1% 16.0% 14.1% 14.9% 12.3% 11.1% 10.8%

Iowa 10.2% 9.7% 10.5% 10.5% 11.3% 9.7% 8.7% 9.5%

Kansas 12.3% 12.7% 14.2% 13.8% 12.6% 13.4% 10.4% 8.6%

Michigan 12.0% 12.6% 14.9% 14.4% 13.4% 12.2% 10.7% 11.0%

Minnesota 8.5% 10.1% 10.6% 10.7% 9.0% 8.6% 7.4% 7.0%

Missouri 11.9% 13.9% 15.3% 14.8% 12.6% 11.3% 11.0% 10.8%

Nebraska 9.9% 10.1% 10.1% 11.2% 10.9% 10.1% 10.3% 8.4%

North
Dakota

10.6% 10.7% 11.2% 10.4% 11.2% 11.0% 10.1% 9.1%

Ohio 12.4% 13.3% 14.6% 14.7% 14.7% 13.3% 12.4% 12.2%

South
Dakota

10.6% 12.2% 14.1% 12.5% 13.3% 12.9% 10.6% 10.2%

Wisconsin 10.4% 10.5% 11.3% 11.8% 11.9% 10.5% 8.7% 8.6%

Note: The official poverty measure compares pretax cash income to a set of thresholds that vary by the
size of the family and the ages of family members. These calculations do not account for the value of
in-kind benefits or tax credits, nor do they consider regional differences in living costs or expenses.

Source: U.S. Census Bureau, Table 21. Percent of people in poverty by state, 3-year averages [xlsx].

2017, nearly a decade later. It took the region of the Midwest an additional year, until 2018,
to recover its pre-recession rate (Figure U). Between 2015 and 2017, the majority of states
in the region still had higher official poverty rates than a decade prior, between 2005 and
2007 (Table 3).

Supplemental poverty declined quickly after the pandemic
recession due to a bold policy response

Low-income Americans were able to weather the economic impact of the pandemic with
more resilience than during and following the Great Recession. This was due in large part
to the strong policy response of the federal government. This bold policy response
included economic relief measures, such as stimulus payments; the temporary expansion
of programs like unemployment insurance; the temporary expansion of refundable tax
credits, such as the Earned Income Tax Credit (EITC) and Child Tax Credit (CTC); and
increased federal assistance to state and local governments. In concrete terms, these
policies prevented millions of Americans from falling below the supplemental poverty line.

Despite a larger contraction in economic activity and employment relative to the Great
Recession, the COVID-19 pandemic recession led to only a relatively marginal increase in
the official poverty rate. At the national level, the poverty rate rose by just over one
percentage point from 10.5% in 2019 to about 11.6% in 2021. In the Midwest, the
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Table 4 Pandemic relief kept supplemental poverty rates
below official poverty rates in all states in the Midwest
Supplemental and official poverty rates by state, 2019–2021 average

Supplemental poverty rate Official poverty rate

United States 9.6% 11.2%

Illinois 7.8% 9.3%

Indiana 7.4% 10.8%

Iowa 6.0% 9.5%

Kansas 6.0% 8.6%

Michigan 7.6% 11.0%

Minnesota 5.1% 7.0%

Missouri 7.5% 10.8%

Nebraska 6.2% 8.4%

North Dakota 7.1% 9.1%

Ohio 8.1% 12.2%

South Dakota 6.2% 10.2%

Wisconsin 5.4% 8.6%

Notes: The official poverty measure compares pretax cash income to a set of thresholds that vary by the
size of the family and the ages of family members. These calculations do not account for the value of
in-kind benefits or tax credits, nor do they consider regional differences in living costs or expenses. The
supplemental poverty measure extends the official poverty measure by, among other things, accounting
for government benefits, necessary expenses, and geographic variations in living costs.

Source: EPI analysis of Poverty in the United States: 2021.

prevalence of poverty remained statistically unchanged, increasing by less than one
percentage point from 9.7% in 2019 to 10.4% in 2021.

Due in large part to economic relief measures enacted in the wake of the pandemic, such
as economic impact/stimulus payments and the expansion of the Child Tax Credit, the
supplemental poverty rate was considerably lower than the official poverty rate at the
national level and in the Midwest region between 2019 and 2021. During this three-year
period, the official poverty rate stood at 11.2% at the national level and averaged about
9.6% for states in the Midwest. The supplemental poverty rate was lower than the official
poverty rate by about 1.6 percentage points at the national level (9.6% vs. 11.2%) and by 2.9
percentage points for the Midwest region (6.7% vs. 9.6%) between 2019 and 2021.

During this three-year period, all states in the Midwest reflected a lower supplemental
poverty rate than official poverty rate as economic relief measures enacted after the
pandemic helped families avoid economic deprivation during a time of uncertainty (see
Table 4). The state of Ohio recorded the highest share of individuals below the official and
supplemental poverty lines between 2019 and 2021, at 12.2% and 8.1%, respectively.
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Annual estimates of poverty at both the national and regional levels show that
supplemental poverty fell between 2020 and 2021. During this period, the share of
Americans below the supplemental poverty line declined nationally by about 1.4
percentage points, from 9.2% in 2020 to 7.8% in 2021. Similarly, the Midwest experienced
a decline in supplemental poverty of about one percentage point during the same period,
from 6.7% in 2020 to 5.6% in 2021. Both declines in poverty, in the Midwest and at the
national level, during this period were statistically significant.

The impact of economic relief measures during the pandemic is reflected in the drop of
the supplemental poverty rate in the region between 2020 and 2021. While the
supplemental poverty rate in the Midwest declined during this period, the official poverty
rate remained nearly unchanged, increasing from 10.1% in 2020 to 10.4% in 2021. In 2021
alone, the supplemental poverty rate for the Midwest region (5.6%) was just over half of
the official poverty rate (10.4%), reflecting that more than 2.5 million Americans in the
Midwest were kept out of poverty largely because of government support via transfers
and social protection programs.5

The end of key economic relief measures that helped families weather the shock of the
pandemic pushed millions into poverty in 2022 (Cid-Martinez and Zipperer 2023). The
Midwest was not immune to the rise in poverty: The number of people in the region who
fell below the poverty line increased by more than 2 million in 2022. This change reflected
a rise in the supplemental poverty rate of more than 3 percentage points, from 5.6% in
2021 to 9.1% in 2022.

In 2023, state and local governments in the Midwest have an opportunity to use additional
funds from the American Recue Plan to keep additional people from falling into poverty
and to ensure that all families in the region are being reached by public policy (Kamper
2022b).

Unions and collective bargaining
The Midwest has historically been one of the centers of the American labor movement.
The international workers’ holiday—May Day—started in Chicago in 1886, as part of a
campaign in support of the eight-hour workday (Banerjee, Sherer, and Kamper 2022). The
seminal moment in the labor upsurge of the 1930s was the Flint sit-down strike in Michigan
(Guerrero 2017). The first statewide law for public-sector collective bargaining was passed
in Wisconsin in 1959 (Nack 2019).

However, despite its history, the Midwest’s union strength has been declining
precipitously. Anti-union policies enacted by many Midwestern states in the 2010s have
contributed to increasing inequality and wage stagnation and have caused Midwestern
unionization rates to fall faster than anywhere else in the country since the beginning of
the Great Recession.
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Figure V The Midwest’s higher-than-average union density has
eroded over time
Union membership rates for the Midwest and the U.S., 1979–2022

Notes: “Midwest” refers to the 12 states that make up the region as defined by the U.S. Census Bureau.
Data refer to workers 16 and older. Union membership data are not available in the 1982 CPS.
Self-employed and self-incorporated workers are excluded from the sample.

Source: Analysis of Current Population Survey, May (1973–1980) and Outgoing Rotation Group
(1983–2022) extracts, EPI Current Population Survey Extracts, Version 1.0.32 (2022).
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As a result of anti-union policies, the Midwest’s
union density has declined over time, leading to
growing inequality
Throughout the 1950s, 1960s, and 1970s, the Midwest had the highest union density of
any region in the country. In 1979 it was nearly 30% and almost 5 percentage points higher
than the national average.

However, union membership across the country has declined precipitously over the past
40 years, including in the Midwest. By 2022, the Midwest’s union membership rate had
fallen to just 11%—less than a percentage point above the 10.1% union membership rate
nationwide (see Figure V). In 1979, four Midwestern states (Illinois, Ohio, Michigan, and
Wisconsin), were among the top 10 states in the country for union membership (Hirsch,
MacPherson, and Vroman 2001). Today, as shown in Table 5, only Minnesota is in the top
10 (Unionstats.com 2023).

Research shows that unions reduce income inequality across the economy (Banerjee et al.
2021), counteract racial and gender labor market inequities (EPI 2021), and reduce public-
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Table 5 Once a union-dense region, the Midwest today has
only one state in the top 10
Top 10 states for union membership, 1979 and 2022

Rank State 1979 State 2022

1 Michigan 37.6% Hawaii 21.7%

2 New York 35.0% New York 20.6%

3 Washington 34.7% Washington 18.0%

4 Pennsylvania 33.1% Rhode Island 16.2%

5 Ohio 33.0% California 16.1%

6 Alaska 30.7% Alaska 16.0%

7 West Virginia 30.6% Oregon 15.5%

8 Oregon 29.3% New Jersey 14.9%

9 Wisconsin 29.3% Minnesota 14.3%

10 Illinois 29.2% Connecticut 14.2%

Notes: “Midwest” refers to the 12 states that make up the region as defined by the U.S. Census Bureau.
Figures represent the percentage of each state’s nonagricultural wage and salary employees who are
union members.

Sources: Data for 1979 are from Hirsch, MacPherson, and Vroman 2001. Data for 2022 are from
Unionstats.com 2023.

sector pay gaps (Morrissey and Sherer 2022). In decades when union density was higher,
there was less income inequality (measured by looking at the share of income going to the
top 10%) than there is today. As unionization rates have declined—particularly after
1979—income inequality has worsened. Though not the sole reason for the growth in
inequality, the decline in workers’ ability to collectively negotiate for higher pay and other
equity-minded policy changes has allowed businesses, corporate executives, and other
wealthy interests to capture a larger share of the country’s income.

This national trend is also visible in the Midwest region, where declining unionization rates
have been accompanied by a rising share of income accruing to the top 10%. Figure W
shows that precipitous declines in the Midwest’s union membership rate since 1979—from
28.9% to 11.0%—were accompanied by a stark increase in income inequality, with the
share of income going to the top 10% growing from one-third to nearly half of all income in
the region in 2018.

Midwestern lawmakers must reverse anti-union
policies to advance worker rights
There is nothing natural about the decline in unionization rates in the Midwest and across
the country. Instead, this trend is the result of relentless attacks on unions by conservative
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Figure W Attacks on Midwesterners’ right to organize benefit
the rich
Union membership and share of income going to the top 10%, Midwest and U.S.,
1978–2022

Notes: “Midwest” refers to the 12 states that make up the region as defined by the U.S. Census Bureau.
Union data refer to workers 16 and older. Self-employed and self-incorporated workers are excluded from
the sample. State and regional union membership data in 1981 are suppressed due to insufficient sample
size. Union membership data are not available in the 1982 CPS. State income inequality data are not yet
available beyond 2018, and national income inequality data are not yet available for 2022. Regional
inequality measures for each year were constructed by weighting each state’s inequality measure by the
state’s civilian noninstitutional population to calculate the state’s contribution to inequality, and then
summing those contributions across all Midwestern states to create a weighted average.

Source: EPI analysis of Current Population Survey May Supplement (1978–1980) and Outgoing Rotation
Group (1983–2022) extracts, Version 1.0.38, https://microdata.epi.org. Income inequality (share of income
to top 10%) data are from the World Inequality Database.
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lawmakers and their corporate allies seeking to maintain political control by undermining
worker power (Lichtenstein 2002; Lafer 2017; Grumbach 2022). As a result of federal
rulings eroding the rights of unions, the proliferation of so-called right-to-work laws at the
state level, and increasingly aggressive anti-union tactics by employers, it has become
increasingly difficult for workers to form and join unions—even though support for unions
is at an all-time high (Mishel, Rhinehart, and Windham 2020).

But this trend can be reversed, and there is reason to believe the Midwest can lead the
way. Over the course of the past decade, Midwest voters, when given the chance, have
strongly supported workers’ rights to collective bargaining. In 2011, Ohioans voted 61–39
to overturn Ohio Senate Bill 5, which sought to weaken public-sector collective bargaining
rights in a manner similar to Wisconsin’s Act 10 earlier that year (Fields 2011; Policy Matters
Ohio 2011). In 2018, voters in Missouri overturned the state legislature’s passage of an
RTW law by a 2:1 margin (Neuman 2018).

More recently, in November 2022, Illinois voters approved a constitutional amendment
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guaranteeing all workers organizing and collective bargaining rights (Sherer 2022). After
Midwest voters elected Democratic trifectas in Minnesota and Michigan, Michigan became
the first state in decades to repeal its harmful RTW statute. And recently passed industrial
policy legislation—including the CHIPs and Science Act, the Infrastructure Investment and
Jobs Act (IIJA), and the Inflation Reduction Act (IRA)—represent a historic opportunity to
create well-paid union jobs in manufacturing, transportation, utilities, and other industries
through project labor agreements, prevailing wage standards, and registered
apprenticeship requirements.

Midwestern lawmakers must act to
sustain pandemic recovery progress
and work toward a more equitable
future
The federal response to the Great Recession was marked by extreme austerity at the
federal level, forcing states to address the recession’s impacts largely on their own. States
diverged in their responses. For its part, the Midwest responded to the Great Recession
with a shift toward austerity, and states in the region elected leaders (particularly
governors) committed to that agenda. Midwestern states severely cut public employment,
which hindered overall economic growth. Their mistake was to lean into austerity,
prolonging economic recovery and ushering in a set of economic policies that harmed
workers and their families.

Today, state policymakers face a different challenge and are on the verge of making a
different mistake: failing to use historic federal investments to support workers through
higher wages and benefits, boost public-sector employment, and address our broken care
economy. As a result of significant federal pandemic stimulus funding and $350 billion
allotted to states to spur economic recovery through the American Rescue Plan Act, the
Midwest was able to avoid a prolonged and painful economic recession. On many
indicators, the region has even exceeded pre-pandemic levels of economic health.

Yet states in the Midwest have yet to spend 60% of their ARPA fiscal recovery funds,
leaving more than $33 billion on the table that could be used to address persistent
poverty and inequality and buffer their states against future economic downturns (Treasury
Department 2023). In addition, the passage of the Bipartisan Infrastructure Law, the CHIPs
and Science Act, and the Inflation Reduction Act in the past two years offer substantial
opportunities to create well-paid union jobs with billions of dollars in federal subsidies and
investments, if policymakers embrace the opportunity (Hersh 2022).

It’s clear that austerity failed to promote economic recovery in the Midwest and around the
country following the Great Recession. In the current economic recovery, Midwest
policymakers have the opportunity to choose a different path. But as federal investments
begin to phase out, time is running short. Midwest policymakers must act now to maximize
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the impact of federal relief funds by restoring the public sector, investing in workers, and
building a care infrastructure that supports health and well-being for all who live there.
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Appendix
Figure A

The Midwest’s unemployment rate has been lower
than the U.S. average for the past 13 years
Unemployment rate by region and for the U.S., 2007–2022

Note: Midwest, Northeast, South, and West refer to the four geographic regions of the United States as
defined by the U.S. Census Bureau.

Source: Economic Policy Institute analysis of Current Population Survey microdata from the U.S. Census
Bureau.
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Appendix
Table 1

Midwest employment (in thousands) by industry, and
industry shares of overall employment, February 2020 and
May 2023

Feb 2020 May 2023

Industry Employment
Industry

share Employment
Industry

share

% change Feb
2020–May

2023

Trade,
transportation,
and utilities

6,192.0 18.6% 6,350.3 18.5% 2.6%

Education and
health

5,346.4 16.1% 5,331.1 16.0% -0.3%

Government
(local, state,
federal)

4,810.8 14.5% 4,721.1 14.1% -1.9%

Professional
business
services

4,274.4 12.9% 4,393.0 13.2% 2.8%

State and
local
government

4,360.0 13.1% 4,262.0 12.8% -2.2%

Manufacturing 4,071.8 12.3% 4,086.6 12.2% 0.4%

Leisure and
hospitality

3,300.6 9.9% 3,212.6 9.6% -2.7%

Financial 1,941.8 5.8% 1,952.9 5.8% 0.6%

Construction 1,426.8 4.3% 1,498.4 4.5% 5.0%

Note: “Midwest” refers to the 12 states that make up the region as defined by the U.S. Census Bureau.

Source: EPI analysis of Bureau of Labor Statistics Current Employment Statistics data.
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Appendix Table
2

Real median wages in Midwestern states and the U.S., 2007–2022
Year United States Indiana Illinois Michigan Ohio Wisconsin Iowa Nebraska Kansas North Dakota Minnesota South Dakota Missouri

2007 $21.15 $20.47 $21.26 $21.25 $20.40 $21.12 $19.61 $18.70 $19.81 $18.29 $22.55 $18.07 $19.92

2008 $20.99 $20.55 $21.06 $20.86 $20.27 $20.55 $19.78 $19.10 $19.70 $18.07 $22.82 $18.20 $19.74

2009 $21.45 $20.62 $21.33 $21.79 $20.40 $21.04 $20.21 $19.58 $19.40 $19.32 $23.41 $18.44 $20.41

2010 $21.32 $20.03 $21.52 $21.10 $20.22 $21.53 $20.03 $19.25 $19.81 $19.78 $23.00 $18.68 $20.13

2011 $20.80 $19.58 $21.01 $20.24 $19.61 $20.46 $19.57 $18.98 $19.65 $19.51 $22.30 $18.42 $20.12

2012 $20.53 $19.28 $21.34 $19.77 $19.28 $20.19 $19.38 $19.06 $19.83 $20.54 $22.74 $18.39 $19.93

2013 $20.63 $19.54 $21.35 $20.04 $19.45 $20.92 $19.51 $18.92 $19.51 $21.44 $22.70 $18.28 $19.98

2014 $20.65 $19.23 $21.02 $20.28 $19.66 $20.97 $19.35 $19.25 $19.50 $20.35 $22.91 $18.65 $19.97

2015 $21.00 $20.08 $21.52 $20.90 $20.08 $20.70 $19.85 $19.80 $20.10 $20.98 $22.44 $19.24 $20.02

2016 $21.36 $19.56 $22.42 $20.71 $20.72 $21.39 $19.03 $19.83 $19.85 $21.83 $23.55 $20.17 $20.34

2017 $21.55 $19.91 $22.18 $20.94 $20.53 $21.46 $20.26 $20.44 $20.31 $21.82 $23.79 $19.76 $20.71

2018 $21.91 $20.14 $22.85 $21.28 $21.05 $21.09 $20.89 $19.76 $20.38 $22.00 $23.90 $20.23 $21.08

2019 $22.12 $20.63 $23.02 $21.37 $21.82 $22.02 $20.67 $20.50 $20.43 $22.27 $23.28 $21.39 $21.86

2020 $23.65 $22.12 $24.80 $23.75 $22.60 $22.88 $22.30 $22.58 $20.83 $23.33 $24.99 $21.54 $21.86

2021 $23.06 $21.63 $24.81 $22.78 $21.78 $23.27 $21.51 $21.69 $21.72 $22.38 $25.80 $21.48 $21.51

2022 $22.88 $21.84 $23.74 $22.59 $21.51 $22.02 $20.55 $21.88 $21.88 $22.45 $24.75 $21.01 $21.51

Note: Median (50th-percentile) wages are inflation-adjusted to 2022 dollars.

Source: Economic Policy Institute analysis of Current Population Survey Outgoing Rotation Group microdata.
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Notes
1. In this report, Midwest, Northeast, South, and West refer to the four geographic regions of the

United States as defined by the U.S. Census Bureau. The 12 states of the Midwest region are
Illinois, Indiana, Iowa, Kansas, Michigan, Minnesota, Missouri, Nebraska, North Dakota, Ohio, South
Dakota, and Wisconsin.

2. AAPI stands for Asian American and Pacific Islander, and AIAN stands for American Indian and
Alaska Native.

3. Economic Policy Institute analysis of Current Population Survey Outgoing Rotation Group
microdata.

4. Census Divisions, as defined by the U.S. Census Bureau, are geographic entities between the
state and Census Region level. The West Census Region comprises the Pacific and Mountain
Census Divisions. The Midwest comprises the West North Central and East North Central Census
Divisions. The South Census Region comprises the West South Central, East South Central, and
South Atlantic Census Divisions. The Northeast Census Region comprises the Middle Atlantic and
New England Census Divisions.

5. Estimate is based on the difference between the lower bound confidence interval for the official
poverty measure and the upper bound confidence interval for the supplemental poverty measure.
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