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State Policies Can Reverse the Trend  

of the Shrinking Middle Class 
 

By State Senator Julie Lassa 

I frequently hear from constituents who tell me they feel as if they’re working harder than ever, but they’re 

falling farther behind.  A new report from the Pew Charitable Trust provides evidence that their concerns are 

justified. 

It shows that Wisconsin’s middle class shrank faster than any other state in the nation between 2000 and 

2013.  The report defines “middle class” as families who earn between 67 and 200 percent of their state’s 

median income.  By that measure, Wisconsin’s middle class shrank by nearly 10 percent in just 13 years.  

The report also shows that the real median household income fell almost $9,000 during that period, a 

drop of nearly 15 percent.  And more Wisconsin families were paying a higher percentage of their income for 

housing. 

As middle class incomes decline, the price of other necessities of life continue to rise as well.  Food 

prices jumped last year nearly 4 percent in just six months, according to the Wisconsin Farm Bureau. Another 

recent report showed that Wisconsin has become one of the 10 most expensive states for child care.  It's no 

wonder middle class families are feeling pinched.  

That pinch is part of a vicious cycle – as middle class families earn less, they spend less, and that 

contributes to a stagnant economy.  Standard and Poor’s recently reduced its US growth forecast because of 

increasing income inequality.  And investment analysts at Morgan Stanley have blamed the slow economic 

recovery on weak consumer spending caused by declining incomes.   

Unfortunately, the last five years have seen Wisconsin committing itself to policies that contribute to 

declining incomes.   Act 10 and “right-to-work” have undermined the collective bargaining rights that used to 

support higher wages for all workers.  The legislature has refused to raise the minimum wage, repealed our 
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equal pay protections, and made it harder for people to collect unemployment benefits they are rightfully due.  

These policies are certainly making things harder on middle class workers and their families.  

Another example of how state law contributes to middle class hardship is our threshold for overtime 

pay.  In Wisconsin, administrative and executive employees don’t qualify for overtime pay unless they make 

less than $700 a month; professionals must make less than $750 a month.  These limits have not been updated 

since 1977, and are completely obsolete.  If these levels were in effect, anyone making more than $9,000 a year 

would be considered “white collar” and virtually no administrative and professional employees would be 

eligible for overtime.   

In fact, because our thresholds are so low, federal standards supersede them, but they are also out of 

date, having last been adjusted over a decade ago.  According to the federal threshold, administrative workers 

who make more than $21,840 a year don’t qualify for overtime – a figure that’s below the poverty level for a 

family of four.  

These thresholds were intended to provide flexibility for managers and professionals with above-average 

salaries.  Instead, they are now preventing tens of thousands of workers in office jobs from getting fair pay for 

working longer hours. 

One way to help middle class workers and their families is to update and increase these thresholds to 

more accurately reflect the incomes Wisconsin workers make today.  For example, if we set Wisconsin’s 

threshold higher than the federal level – say, at a real managerial salary of $50,000 – the number of office 

workers eligible for overtime would increase more than fivefold.  

Like most Wisconsinites, I was raised to believe that if you work hard and play by the rules, you ought 

to be able to get ahead.  That’s the cornerstone of the American Dream.  Today, however, for too many 

Wisconsin families, that dream is slipping away.  We need to recognize that state policies are contributing to the 

shrinking middle class, and make positive changes, like increasing the overtime threshold, that will make sure 

that hardworking people are paid fairly for their work. 

# # # # 

 

 

 


