
Dane County Workforce Housing Gap Fact Sheet 
 
Cities and regions across the country recognize that housing is a workforce development and 
economic development issue.  This fact sheet1 outlines Dane County’s workforce and the gap 
between what workers earn and the housing they can afford.  
 
What is “Workforce Housing”? 
“Workforce housing” can mean many different things. Some use the term to focus on households 
with income between 60-percent of area median income (AMI) to 100-percent of AMI because 
these households have incomes too high to access federal or state housing assistance programs but too 
low to afford the range of housing options in communities where they work. Others use a more 
expansive definition of workforce housing to include the entire workforce in an area. We adopt this 
definition for this factsheet: workforce housing is housing for the workforce in an area. 
 
What is the Workforce Housing Gap? 
The workforce housing gap is the difference between a family’s “housing budget” (what they can 
afford2 based on how much they earn) and the cost of housing. When there is a lack of supply of 
housing that workers can afford, workers live farther away from work or spend more than half of 
their income on housing.  For employers, this can make attracting and retaining a workforce more 
difficult. For workers this can mean not having adequate time or money to spend on necessities like 
education, health care, food, transportation, day care, etc.  
 
In a research study examining this gap in all large urban counties in the United States, I find that 
Dane County ranks 19th worst for workforce housing affordability.3  
 
Who is Dane County’s Workforce? 
Table 1 shows the distribution of employment within Dane County by sector.  The top three sectors 
for employment are health care, retail trade, and accommodation/food services), which employ 38 
percent of all Dane County workers.  
 
Table 2 presents data on the distribution of actual wages for major occupations within the Madison 
metropolitan region in 2015.4  For each occupation, the data show actual wages at different levels of 
skill and experience.  The 10th percentile annual wage approximates a “starting wage.” The 25th percentile 
annual wage could reflect workers with additional skill/training or with a few years of experience.  
The 50th percentile annual wage (also called the “median wage”) is a good measure of an occupation’s 
wage structure, because half of all workers make above the median wage and half make less. The 90th 
percentile annual wage would reflect workers with the highest levels of skill or training or experience 
within the occupation.  
                                                 
1 This fact sheet was prepared by Prof. Kurt Paulsen, UW-Madison, Dept. of Urban and Regional Planning. 
2 The standard definition of affordability under all federal and state housing programs is that a household should spend 
no more than 30 percent of their income on housing costs. 
3 Workforce housing affordability here was defined as the percent of very-low-income renters paying more than 50-
percent of their income on rent. Large urban counties were the 250 most populous counties in the U.S.  
4 Detailed occupational data are only available at the metropolitan statistical area (MSA) level, not at the county level.  
The Madison metropolitan region includes Dane County as well as Columbia, Green, and Iowa counties. Dane County 
comprises 82 percent of the metropolitan area population, so the regional occupational data are a very good 
representation of Dane County’s workforce. 



2 
 

 

 
 
 
The Workforce Housing Gap in Dane County.  
The workforce housing shortage has the greatest impact on workers in occupations that pay the 
lowest annual wages.  Table 3 shows 25 specific occupations with the lowest annual median wages 
that employ over 1000 people in the region. These 25 occupations employ over 78,000 people, 
which is 21 percent of the region’s workforce.  
 
The last row in Table 3 shows the average wages for these 25 high-employment, lower-wage 
occupations.  At the 25th percentile, average annual wages of $19,343 would mean that a single 
worker could afford to spend $484 per month on housing.  If two workers in a household earn this 
wage, they could afford to spend $967 per month on housing. At the 50th percentile, average annual 
wages of $22,502 would mean that a single worker could afford to spend $563 per month on 
housing, and a 2-earner family could afford to spend $1125 per month on housing.  
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