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Executive  Summary 
The rapid growth of metro Milwaukee’s Hispanic population could not have come at a more 
opportune time, providing the region with an increasing supply of new workers to offset retirements 
from the massive baby boom generation.1 Yet, despite this good fortune, there is much that local 
policymakers and business leaders do not know about the role of Hispanic workers in the regional 
economy.  

For example, how does the region’s Hispanic workforce compare with the general workforce with 
regard to educational attainment, occupational concentrations, and wages? How do the college 
choices and outcomes of young Hispanic adults in Milwaukee compare with trends in the regional 
economy? 

This report – commissioned by the Hispanic Professionals of Greater Milwaukee – seeks to answer 
those and related questions to assist regional leaders in their efforts to craft effective workforce 
development strategies. Overall, our analysis reveals two overarching findings: 

1) The Hispanic population is growing quickly and becoming an increasingly important part of the 
regional workforce, but Hispanics are currently underrepresented in high-wage occupations. 

Since 2000, the Hispanic population has grown by over 75,000 in the four-county Milwaukee metro 
area, accounting for all of the region’s net growth. While the populations of other groups also have 
increased, their combined growth was offset by a decline in the non-Hispanic white population of 
over 68,000. Thus, without the Hispanic population surge, the region’s overall population would have 
remained flat. These dynamics illustrate the rising importance of the Hispanic population to the 
regional workforce and economy.  

Milwaukee metropolitan area demographic changes, 2000-2017 

 
Source: U.S. Census Bureau – Decennial Census and ACS 1-year estimates 

 
Labor force data show the number of Hispanic workers is increasing in almost every occupation in 
metro Milwaukee, including those that are losing jobs overall. For example, between 2005 and 
2017, the number of individuals employed in production occupations (primarily manufacturing and 

                                                      
1 The Milwaukee metropolitan area includes Milwaukee, Waukesha, Washington, and Ozaukee counties. We use the term 
Hispanic throughout this report to refer to people of Latin American descent, though Latino/a and Latinx are also widely 
used for the same population. 
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assembly work) has declined by almost 7,600 in the region, while the number of Hispanics employed 
in production has increased by over 3,800. 

Yet, Hispanics are highly underrepresented in every occupational category that pays a median 
annual wage of $60,000 or higher, including several that are among the fastest-growing in the 
region. Those include management, business and financial operations, healthcare practitioners, and 
computer and mathematical occupations. Hispanics are also underrepresented as business owners. 

For each occupational category in the chart below, the orange bar represents the concentration of 
Hispanic workers relative to workers overall, while the blue circle represents median annual wages 
for all workers in metro Milwaukee. Among the occupations in which Hispanic workers are employed 
at an equal or higher rate than the workforce overall (a concentration of 1.0 or higher), construction 
is the only one that pays a median annual wage of at least $40,000.  

Hispanic concentration vs. median wages by occupation, 2017 (Milwaukee metro area)  

 
Source: U.S. Census Bureau (ACS 1-yr estimates) & U.S. Bureau of Labor Statistics (Occupational Employment Statistics) 
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2) On most measures, the educational attainment of young Hispanics in Milwaukee is not putting 
them on track to remedy the problem. 

Our analysis of 2007-2017 Milwaukee Public Schools (MPS) graduates shows Hispanic students 
have enrolled in college at lower rates than African-American, Asian, and white students. Among 
those MPS graduates who have completed college, Hispanics are less likely than non-Hispanics to 
have earned a bachelor’s or advanced degree (45.4% vs. 61.1%), which are often needed to qualify 
for positions in higher-wage occupations. This analysis included 45,319 graduates of MPS traditional 
and charter high schools, including 8,477 Hispanic graduates.  

Most recent credential earned by 2007-2017 MPS graduates who have completed college 

 
Source: WPF analysis of National Student Clearinghouse and MPS data 

 
Hispanic college graduation rates are also considerably lower than overall graduation rates at 
several area institutions, including UWM, which serves the highest numbers of Hispanic students in 
the area.2 (See chart on the following page.) They are also low compared with Hispanic graduation 
rates at each of those institutions’ national peers. University leaders have acknowledged this 
challenge and are making a number of efforts to address it. Nevertheless, we believe this issue 
merits their close attention, and potentially, additional actions.   

Notably, it is difficult and potentially misleading to compare graduation rates of area colleges and 
universities due to the many differences between institutions. For example, as a public access 
university, UWM accepts a very high percentage of its applicants (86%), which results in more UWM 
students needing assistance to be successful than at more selective institutions. Rather than 
comparing area institutions with one another, our analysis focuses on the graduation rate of 
Hispanic students versus all students at each institution. 

  

                                                      
2 Integrated Postsecondary Education Data System. https://nces.ed.gov/ipeds/use-the-data 
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Graduation rate for 4-year institutions in the Milwaukee area3 
(6-year rate for full-time, first-time degree-seeking undergraduate students, 2011 cohort) 

 
Source: IPEDS Data Center 
 

There are some bright spots in the data. For example, the share of metro Milwaukee’s Hispanic 
adults who have at least a high school diploma (or equivalent) increased from 59.7% in 2007 to 
71.4% in 2017.4 Those with at least a bachelor’s degree increased by four percentage points during 
the same period.  

Yet, overall, our findings raise concerns about the likelihood that Hispanic representation in high-
wage occupations in metro Milwaukee will increase greatly in the near future. This is problematic 
given that the Hispanic population continues to fuel growth in metro Milwaukee and that its success 
is critical to the region’s long-term economic destiny.  

Civic and educational leaders and policymakers are working to prepare metro Milwaukee's workforce 
for the increasingly knowledge-based 21st century economy. To do so effectively, those efforts must 
ensure that the region's fastest-growing demographic -- the Hispanic population -- is achieving at the 
same rate or better than the overall population. We hope this research will inform area leaders as 
they deliberate education and workforce development strategies to achieve that objective.  

 

                                                      
3 We only include the institutions with the highest Hispanic student enrollment numbers in this chart because the Hispanic 
graduation rates for institutions serving smaller numbers of Hispanic students are volatile from year to year.   
4 U.S. Census Bureau. American Community Survey 1-Year estimates. 
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