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Introduction
There is no question that income inequality is on the
rise in the United States. As evidence of this fact, the
Gini coefficient (a widely used metric of income
inequality) has increased over the past 40 years,
economic mobility of low-income individuals has
decreased, and wage growth of high-income individuals
has far outpaced that of any other group.

Researchers agree that postsecondary educational
attainment is a likely determinant of the growing
income inequality we are experiencing. In recent years,
“technological innovation has favored knowledge-based
occupations,” leading to an imbalance in the supply and
demand of high-skilled labor (Wallace and Cray). As a
result, rapid gains in income have disproportionately
been realized by college graduates (Yang and Gao).

While previous studies have analyzed the relationship
between postsecondary education and income
inequality on the national level, our research focuses on
the economic relationship between these variables
using county-level data from Wisconsin in 2020.

Model Specification
Dependent Variable
❖ Income inequality ratio: calculated as the “ratio of the mean income for

the top 20 percent of earners divided by the mean income of the
bottom 20 percent of earners in a particular county”

Variable of Interest
❖ Percent of population with a bachelor’s degree or higher

Variable Description Source

IncIneq (dep.) Income inequality ratio
U.S. Census 

Bureau

PctCol
Percent of population with 

bachelor’s degree or higher

U.S. Census 

Bureau

PctHS
Percent of population with high 

school diploma or higher

U.S. Census 

Bureau

PopDensHND Population density
U.S. Census 

Bureau

PctWhite Percent of population that is white
U.S. Census 

Bureau

MedIncThous Median household income
U.S. Census 

Bureau

Unemp Average unemployment rate
U.S. Bureau of 

Labor Statistics

FarmEmp
On farm contribution to 

employment

UW-Madison 

Center for 

Community & 

Economic 

Development

LargeCity
Dummy takes value 1 if county

has a large city

U.S. Census 

Bureau

(1) (2) (3) (4)

VARIABLES Dependent Variable: IncIneq

PctCol 0.052** 0.051* 0.142*** 0.161***

(0.022) (0.030) (0.029) (0.030)

PctHS -0.082 -0.116 -0.131

(0.095) (0.080) (0.079)

PopDensHND 0.056 0.079** 0.109***

(0.039) (0.033) (0.036)

PctWhite -0.059*** -0.036** -0.040***

(0.014) (0.014) (0.014)

MedIncThous -0.060*** -0.073***

(0.022) (0.023)

Unemp 0.247 0.151

(0.221) (0.222)

FarmEmp 0.116*** 0.120***

(0.042) (0.041)

LargeCity -1.569*

(0.808)

Constant 10.173*** 22.922*** 23.844*** 26.278***

(0.559) (8.328) (6.769) (6.745)

Observations 72 72 72 72

R-squared 0.073 0.400 0.623 0.644

Adj R-squared 0.060 0.364 0.582 0.599

Standard errors in parentheses

*** p<0.01, ** p<0.05, * p<0.10

Results

Simple Linear Regression

𝐼𝑛𝑐𝐼𝑛𝑒𝑞𝑖 = 𝛽0 + 𝛽1𝑃𝑐𝑡𝐶𝑜𝑙𝑖 + 𝜀𝑖

Multiple Linear Regression

𝐼𝑛𝑐𝐼𝑛𝑒𝑞𝑖 = 𝛽0 + 𝛽1𝑃𝑐𝑡𝐶𝑜𝑙𝑖 + 𝛽2𝑃𝑐𝑡𝐻𝑆𝑖 + 𝛽3𝑃𝑜𝑝𝐷𝑒𝑛𝑠𝐻𝑁𝐷𝑖
+ 𝛽4𝑃𝑐𝑡𝑊ℎ𝑖𝑡𝑒𝑖 + 𝛽5𝑀𝑒𝑑𝐼𝑛𝑐𝑇ℎ𝑜𝑢𝑠𝑖 + 𝛽6𝑈𝑛𝑒𝑚𝑝𝑖
+ 𝛽7𝐹𝑎𝑟𝑚𝐸𝑚𝑝𝑖 + 𝛽8𝐿𝑎𝑟𝑔𝑒𝐶𝑖𝑡𝑦𝑖 + 𝜀𝑖

Conclusion
The results of our research suggest that income gains are
disproportionately going to college graduates in Wisconsin,
leading to increased income inequality. Moreover, these
results are consistent with data showing a clear shortage of
college-educated workers in Wisconsin (Patterson).

According to the Wisconsin Department of Workforce
Development (DWD), 30 of Wisconsin’s 50 hottest jobs
through the year 2030 will require some form of
postsecondary education — a bachelor’s degree, associate’s
degree, or postsecondary certificate. Therefore, the DWD
emphasizes the need for Wisconsin to “attract and retain”
skilled workers and educate workers to meet the
technological requirements of our global economy.

As it stands, the number one barrier to higher education is
affordability, with the “upper- and middle-classes having
greater access to education expansion than the lower class”
(Wells). This fact may help explain the increased income gap
in well-educated counties.

Going forward, a concerted effort will be needed to increase
equal access to four-year universities, technical colleges,
postsecondary certificate programs, and other educational
alternatives. In doing so, Wisconsin can meet the growing
demand for skilled labor and begin to close the income gap.
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