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Executive Summary

m Wisconsin’s working-age population is less likely to hold a bachelor’s degree (35.4%)
than the nation as a whole (37.3%), and the shortfall is proportionally larger in com-
puter and information sciences (1.2 versus 1.6%) and engineering (2.7 versus 3.3%),
fields central to the knowledge economy and the age of artificial intelligence.

m The shortfall is not a failure of the educational pipeline. Wisconsin matches or ex-
ceeds national rates of high-school completion, college enroliment, and in-state col-
lege attendance.

m The binding constraints are demographic and migratory. Wisconsin has a relatively
older working-age population and a steeper projected decline in high-school gradu-
ates than the nation, and it attracts far fewer skilled workers from other states: 40% of
its college-educated workforce was born out of state, compared with 57% nationally.

m Wisconsin retains 56.5% of its college-educated natives, slightly above the national
average, but retention is weaker for STEM graduates (50.8%), and it lags comparable
states in retaining master’s and PhD graduates, particularly in STEM.

m Graduate retention varies widely across UW campuses. The largest comprehensive
campuses — UW-Milwaukee foremost among them, at 86.0% — deliver most of their
graduates directly to Wisconsin employers, a strong return on the state’s investment.
The flagship, UW—-Madison, retains 54.7% of its graduates at one year and 40.8%
at ten — among the lowest in the system at the ten-year mark — so the state loses
the majority of each flagship class within a decade. Much of this owes to a delib-
erate expansion of nonresident enrollment, now 47% of its graduates, who remain
in Wisconsin at roughly a quarter the resident rate; because of its scale, Madison is
nonetheless the largest single source of retained graduates of any UW campus and,
given its national and international reach, contributes graduates to both Wisconsin
and labor markets across the country.

m Wisconsin college graduates earn about 6% less than observably similar graduates
nationally. This gap is widened by the state’s above-average income tax rate. The
state’s lower cost of living currently more than offsets the gap in real terms, though this
advantage reflects housing costs rather than policy design. Policy should prioritize
competitive earnings and after-tax income, stronger links between UW graduates and
Wisconsin employers, protection of the state’s cost-of-living advantage, and greater
understanding of the extent to which nonresident students remain in Wisconsin after
graduation, now measurable from data the Universities of Wisconsin publish.



1 Introduction

Wisconsin faces a human capital challenge. Data from the American Community Survey
(ACS) show that 35.4% of Wisconsinites between the ages of 25 and 64 hold a bachelor’s
degree or higher, 1.9 percentage points below the national average of 37.3%. The gap is
proportionally larger in fields that are central to the knowledge economy and the age of
artificial intelligence: 1.2% of working-age Wisconsinites hold a degree in computer and
information sciences, compared to 1.6% nationally; 2.7% hold an engineering degree,
compared to 3.3% nationally.

The strains of a tightening market for skilled labor are already visible. In 2025, health
care overtook manufacturing — long the state’s largest employment sector and a $74
billion-a-year contributor to its economy — as Wisconsin’s top source of jobs, a shift that
state business leaders and a Forward Analytics report attributed in part to manufacturers’
growing difficulty finding skilled workers amid an aging workforce (WisBusiness| [2026).

This report studies how Wisconsin can develop and retain a more skilled workforce, with
a focus on college-educated workers. The number of college-educated workers in Wis-
consin can be decomposed into three sources: college graduates born in Wisconsin who
remain in or return to the state, college graduates born in other U.S. states who move to
Wisconsin, and college graduates born in other countries who locate in Wisconsin. Let
Nw, denote the number of college-educated workers in Wisconsin. We can write:
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The first term captures Wisconsin’s ability to produce and retain college-educated workers
from its own population. Here, By, is the working-age population born in Wisconsin, hw,
is the high-school graduation rate, and mw,/hw is the share of high-school graduates who
obtain at least a bachelor’s degree. This highlights two distinct policy margins: high-school
completion and college completion conditional on finishing high school.

Among Wisconsin-born college graduates, ay, is the share who attend college in Wiscon-
sin, rly, is the share of those in-state college-goers who remain in Wisconsin, and rQ' is
the share of Wisconsin-born graduates who attended college out of state but later work in
Wisconsin.



The second term captures Wisconsin’s ability to attract college-educated workers from
other U.S. states. For each state s, B, is the working-age population born in that state,
hs is the high-school graduation rate, «,/h, is the college-completion rate among high-
school graduates, and m,_,w, is the share of college graduates born in state s who work in
Wisconsin. The final term captures international attraction: I is the relevant pool of college-
educated international migrants, and vy, is the share of that pool working in Wisconsin.

This decomposition clarifies that Wisconsin can increase its college-educated workforce
through several channels: improving the after-tax-income and labor-market conditions that
shape migration decisions, increasing educational attainment among Wisconsin-born res-
idents, increasing the share of Wisconsin students who attend college in state, or retaining
more graduates of Wisconsin institutions.

Throughout the paper, we compare Wisconsin with its four neighboring states (Minnesota,
lowa, lllinois, and Michigan) and with the U.S. average wherever possible. We address
four empirical questions, each mapped to a margin in equation (1):

1. Are Wisconsinites going to college and completing STEM majors at the same rates as
Americans in other states? This question corresponds to educational-attainment in
high school and college, hw(mwi/hw). It is also influenced by changes in the overall
number of young Wisconsinites, Bw.

We find that Wisconsin is not falling behind on this margin: its young residents com-
plete high school and enroll in four-year colleges at rates slightly above the national
average, and STEM fields account for a somewhat larger share of the bachelor’s de-
grees conferred in Wisconsin (23.5%) than nationally (21.6%). The notable exception
is computer and information sciences, where Wisconsin’s share of degrees conferred
(4.7%) falls below the national share (5.4%). These strengths are tempered by un-
favorable demographics, however: Wisconsin’s working-age population skews older
and its number of high-school graduates is projected to decline more steeply than
the nation’s.

2. Are Wisconsinites attending in-state colleges at the same rate as Americans in other
states? This question corresponds to the in-state college attendance margin, aw,
which determines whether Wisconsin-born students are educated within the state
or leave for college elsewhere. Raising in-state attendance increases Wisconsin’s
college-educated workforce if Wisconsinites who earn their degree in Wisconsin are
more likely to work in the state than those who earn their degree elsewhere, that is,
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We find that in-state attendance is also a relative strength: 76.1% of Wisconsin res-
idents who enroll in a four-year college do so in state, slightly above the national



rate of 74.2%. In-state attendance is therefore not a central constraint on the state’s
skilled workforce.

3. Are graduates from the Universities of Wisconsin staying in Wisconsin at the same
rate as graduates from universities in other states? How does the retention rate
vary across the 13 universities and by major? This question corresponds primarily
to the in-state retention margin, r\‘,’Q,,, which captures whether students educated in
Wisconsin remain in Wisconsin after graduation.

We find that Wisconsin retains a majority of its home-grown graduates (56.5% of
bachelor’s-degree holders born in Wisconsin still live in the state, slightly above the
national average), but retention varies sharply across campuses, from 34.2% at UW-
Superior to 86.0% at UW-Milwaukee, with the flagship UW—Madison at 54.7% and,
by ten years, 40.8% — among the lowest in the system. Much of this cross-campus
variation reflects student composition: nonresident graduates remain in Wisconsin at
far lower rates than residents, so campuses that enroll more nonresidents post lower
overall retention. At Madison that composition is largely the result of a deliberate
decision to expand nonresident enrollment, whose graduates convert into Wisconsin
workers at roughly a quarter the resident rate — a modest workforce return relative
to the scale of that enrollment. Retention is consistently lower for STEM graduates,
and Wisconsin lags comparable states in retaining master’s and PhD recipients, par-
ticularly in STEM.

4. Are college graduates earning more or less in Wisconsin than in other states? Do
Wisconsin’s taxes and cost of living offset or reinforce these earnings differences?
This question corresponds to the return-migration and attraction margins, r&, {ms—wi}s2wi,
and vy, which depend in part on Wisconsin’s wages, taxes, cost of living, amenities,
and job opportunities relative to other locations.

We find that observably similar college graduates earn 5.9% less in Wisconsin than
nationally. This gap is widened by the state’s above-average income tax rate, but Wis-
consin’s lower cost of living more than offsets it in real terms, leaving the purchasing
power of its college graduates slightly above the national average. Wisconsin also
attracts far fewer skilled workers from out of state than the typical state: only 40% of
its college-educated workforce was born elsewhere, compared with 57% nationally.

Taken together, these findings point to where policy can be most effective. Because Wis-
consin already matches or exceeds national rates of high-school completion, college en-
rollment, and in-state attendance, increasing educational attainment alone is unlikely to
fully close the skilled-workforce gap, especially given the state’s aging population and
shrinking pool of high-school graduates. The more binding constraints lie in attraction
and high-skill retention: Wisconsin draws far fewer skilled workers from other states than



the typical state, retains its STEM and advanced-degree graduates less well, and offers
college graduates somewhat lower earnings. The most promising policies are therefore
those that improve earnings and career opportunities, strengthen the links between gradu-
ates and Wisconsin employers, and use the Universities of Wisconsin to attract and retain
skilled workers, particularly in STEM fields. The findings point policymakers toward in-
vestments that strengthen attraction and retention, and toward the conditions — earnings,
taxes, and cost of living — that govern where skilled workers choose to live. The re-
mainder of this report develops each of these findings in detail and discusses their policy
implications.

2 Wisconsin’s Skilled-Workforce Gap

Figure |1/ displays the share of the working-age population (25-64) holding a bachelor’s
degree or higher for all 50 states and the District of Columbia, based on the 2022 ACS
Public Use Microdata Sample (PUMS). Wisconsin ranks in the lower half of states, with
35.4% of its working-age population holding at least a bachelor’s degree, compared to the
national average of 37.3%. Among its four neighboring states, Wisconsin trails Minnesota
and lllinois but exceeds lowa and Michigan.
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Figure 1: Share of Population (Ages 25-64) with Bachelor's Degree or Higher, 2022

Figure |2/ shows a similar pattern for STEM majors, which we define to include computer
and information sciences, engineering and engineering technologies, biological sciences,
mathematics and statistics, and physical sciences. 7.6% of Wisconsin’s working age pop-
ulation are STEM graduates, 0.7 percentage points lower than the national average. Wis-
consin’s STEM workforce share again trails most of its neighbors (lllinois, Michigan, and
Minnesota) and exceeds only lowa.
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Figure 2: Share of Population (Ages 25-64) with STEM Bachelor’s Degree or Higher, 2022

3 The Education Pipeline

This section examines Wisconsin’s education pipeline (the flow of residents from high
school, through college, and into the skilled workforce) to ask whether the state produces
enough skilled workers. We find that Wisconsin performs at or above the national average
at each stage of this pipeline: high-school completion, college enroliment, in-state college
attendance, and STEM degree production. The production of skilled workers is therefore
not the state’s central challenge; the more serious constraints are demographic, namely
an aging population and a projected decline in the number of high-school graduates.

From the Digest of Education Statistics compiled by the National Center for Education
Statistics (NCES), we use Tables 219.20 (public high school graduates by state), 205.80
(private high school graduates by state), and 309.30 (residence and migration of first-time
undergraduates at four-year institutions). We pair these with the Census Population Esti-
mates Program (PEP) data on population counts by age to understand college enrollment
patterns for the 2019-20 school year.

Table |1| reports college enroliment and pre-college pipeline statistics for Wisconsin and
its neighboring states, with each state in a column and each statistic in a row. The first
two rows capture the population of potential college enrollees in each state. Over the
2019-20 school year, Wisconsin had 76,474 residents at age 18 and 67,008 high school
graduates. This suggests that 87.6% of the age-18 population graduated from high school,
0.8 percentage points higher than the ratio for the U.S. as a whole.

The next three rows distinguish between the total number of first-time undergraduates
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Table 1: Enrollment and Migration of First-Time Undergraduates

Measure United States Wisconsin Minnesota lowa lllinois  Michigan
Age 18 Pop. 4,271,103 76,474 71,104 42,834 164,626 133,025
HS Grads 3,707,491 67,008 65,047 36,470 147,937 106,397
Total Enroll. in State 1,592,602 33,179 23,207 18,337 43,929 48,476
Residents Enrolled 1,552,273 29,592 29,009 12526 61,492 46,298
In-State Enrollment 1,151,043 22,529 16,947 9,922 32,018 39,445
% Age 18 Pop. Graduating HS 86.8% 87.6% 91.5% 85.1% 89.9% 80.0%
% In-State to Enroliment 72.3% 67.9% 73.0% 54.1% 72.9% 81.4%
% In-State to Residents 74.2% 76.1% 58.4% 79.2% 52.1% 85.2%
% HS Grads Enrolled 41.9% 44.2% 44.6% 34.3% 41.6% 43.5%
% HS Grads In-State 31.0% 33.6% 26.1% 27.2% 21.6% 37.1%

Source: NCES Digest of Education Statistics, Tables 309.30, 205.80, 219.20; Census Population Estimates Program. High school
graduate counts combine public and private graduates; private graduates are imputed where missing using state public/private ratios.
Age-18 population is resident population in calendar year 2020.

enrolled in institutions located in a state, the number of state residents enrolled anywhere,
and the number of residents who enroll in their home state. Of the 29,592 Wisconsin
residents who enrolled as first-time undergraduates at any four-year institutions, 22,529
enrolled in Wisconsin. This implies that 76.1% of Wisconsin residents who enrolled in
any four-year college did so in-state, slightly above the national average of 74.2%. This
suggests that Wisconsin slightly outperforms the nation in the share of its college-going
residents retained at in-state institutions.

Wisconsin’s first-time undergraduate enroliment among residents was equal to 44.2% of
high school graduates, compared to 41.9% nationally. The share of high school graduates
enrolling in-state was 33.6%, above the national average of 31.0%. Taken together, these
patterns indicate that the pre-college and college-going pipeline (high-school completion,
college enrollment, and in-state attendance, on all of which Wisconsin is at or above the
national average) is not the main driver of Wisconsin’s skilled-workforce gap.

3.1 STEM Completion

We use NCES Table 319.30 (bachelor’s degrees conferred by field of study and state) to
analyze the composition of degrees by state across the U.S. Figure[3ashows that Wiscon-
sin’s STEM share of bachelor’s degrees conferred is 23.5%, slightly above the national av-
erage of 21.6%. However, Wisconsin’s share of CS degrees (4.7%) is below the national
average (5.4%), and its engineering share (7.9%) is above average (7.0%). Figure
compares the combined CS and engineering share across states.

3.2 Enroliment Composition at UW Institutions

We next examine enrollment composition at UW campuses, using Integrated Postsec-
ondary Education Data System (IPEDS) fall enrollment data (2010-2022). Figure [4|shows
the in-state share of domestic first-time undergraduates over time for six UW campuses

6
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and UW overall. UW-Madison stands out with a markedly lower and declining in-state
share, falling from 62.2% in 2010 to 47.6% in 2022, compared to the comprehensive uni-
versities, which typically enroll 80-95% in-state students. Table 2| reports the enroliment
composition by institution for 2022. Falling in-state shares can be a symptom of poor
retention of in-state college-going students, aw;, or attraction, contributing to high m,_,w,
values and improving Wisconsin’s share of international graduates vy;.

\\j/v UW-Oshkosh
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Figure 4: In-State Enrollment Share at Selected Universities of Wisconsin (2010-2022)

Table 2: Enrollment Composition at Universities of Wisconsin (2022)

Institution Total In-State Out-of-State International Domestic In-State %
UW-Green Bay 1,137 1,039 84 14 92.5%
UW-Oshkosh 1,738 1,541 137 60 91.8%
UW-Stevens Point 1,722 1,543 174 5 89.9%
UW-Milwaukee 3,349 2,898 393 57 88.1%
UW-Parkside 442 379 53 10 87.7%
UW-Whitewater 2,089 1,745 338 6 83.8%
UW-La Crosse 2,326 1,877 442 4 80.8%
UW-Platteville 1,437 1,094 337 6 76.5%
UW-Eau Claire 2,134 1,356 749 29 64.4%
UW-Stout 1,252 758 454 40 62.5%
UW-Superior 319 143 125 51 53.4%
UW-Madison 8,628 3,725 4,071 801 47.6%
UW-River Falls 1,014 472 542 0 46.5%
UW overall 27,587 18,570 7,899 1,083 70.1%

Source: IPEDS Fall Enrollment Survey (EFC), 2022.



This pattern reflects the deliberate relaxation of nonresident enroliment caps over the past
decade (Kremer,[2023) rather than any deterioration in Madison’s standing: as UW’s most
nationally competitive campus, Madison absorbed the largest share of expanded nonres-
ident recruitment. Whether this shift benefits Wisconsin’s workforce, however, depends
entirely on whether nonresident graduates remain in the state — a question we take up in
Section 4.

Similar to the enrollment evidence in Table [1, Wisconsin’s graduate retention remains
strong while there is substantial room for improvement in attraction of out-of-state skilled
workers. Improving the attractiveness of the Universities of Wisconsin could in principle
address the skilled-worker challenge — but only if out-of-state students who study here
go on to work in Wisconsin. As Section 4 shows, nonresident graduates convert into Wis-
consin workers at a much lower rate than resident graduates, so this channel operates but
is far less efficient than the recruitment of resident students.

Furthermore, falling in-state shares mean that the Universities of Wisconsin are less ex-
posed to the state’s unfavorable demographic trends, which we detail below.

3.3 Demographic and Migration Challenges

Wisconsin’s more serious challenges lie elsewhere. We highlight three:

1. As Figure[5shows, older cohorts represent a greater proportion of Wisconsin’s working-
age population than the nation as a whole. Conversely, the youngest Wisconsinites
make up a smaller share of Wisconsin’s workforce. Older cohorts tend to complete
degrees at lower rates, mechanically reducing the skilled worker share. Migration
appears to partially ameliorate Wisconsin’s unfavorable demographic composition:
the resident population (the left panel) skews younger than the distribution of those
originally born in Wisconsin (the right panel).

2. As Figure 6] shows, in every age group Wisconsin lags the nation in the share of resi-
dents who hold a college degree (the left panel), yet it exceeds the nation in the share
of those born in the state who hold one (the right panel). The right panel is consistent
with our earlier finding that Wisconsin performs well in the education pipeline. The
gap between the two panels, however, indicates that interstate migration weighs on
Wisconsin’s skilled workforce: although the state educates its native population well,
its resident workforce is less skilled than the nation’s.

3. Figure |7|indicates that Wisconsin faces a demographic challenge: the pool of high
school graduates is projected to decline in coming years, and more steeply than in
the nation as a whole. By 2032, Wisconsin’s annual high-school graduates are pro-
jected to fall to about 94% of their 2014—-15 level, while the national total returns to
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Figure 5: Age distribution of the population ages 25-64, Wisconsin vs U.S., 2022
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roughly its 2014—15 level. Wisconsin’s neighbors diverge: Minnesota and lowa are
projected to graduate more students in 2032 than in 2014-15 (110% and 107% of
their baselines), whereas lllinois (89%) and Michigan (84%) fall even further than Wis-
consin. (Values after 2019 are projected, and missing private high-school graduate
counts are imputed from each state’s 2010-2019 public-to-private ratio.) This sug-
gests that additional spending aimed at raising in-state educational attainment would
face diminishing returns for this objective; taxpayer resources are better directed at
the margins where the state underperforms.
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Figure 7: High School Graduates Indexed to 2014-15

Taken together, these facts suggest that improving Wisconsin’s retention of graduates, as
discussed in the following section, may be a particularly impactful solution to the state’s
skilled worker challenge — including raising the low rate at which out-of-state students
recruited most prominently at UW—-Madison convert into Wisconsin workers (Section 4.5).

4 Graduate Retention at the Universities of Wisconsin

While Wisconsin does well at sending its residents to in-state colleges, the more relevant
question for workforce development is whether college-educated Wisconsinites remain in
the state and whether Wisconsin is an attractive destination for skilled workers.

We find that while Wisconsin retains high shares of its born-in-state college graduates,
it is much worse at attracting skilled out-of-state workers. Using the ACS, we find that
56.5% of all bachelor’s-degree holders who were born in Wisconsin currently live in the
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state, slightly higher than the national average; for Wisconsin-born STEM graduates, this
birth-state retention rate is lower, at 50.8%. However, only 40% of Wisconsin’s skilled
workforce comes from out-of-state, relative to 57% for the U.S. as a whole (Figure [8).
Attraction appears to be a common problem for Wisconsin’s neighboring states, whose
skilled workforces are substantially composed of individuals born in-state.

Data on recent migrant flows supports this interpretation. Only 2.7% of those with BA+
qualifications in Wisconsin had moved there in the past year when surveyed in the 2022
ACS, lower than the national average of 3.6%. Wisconsin’s inflow rate was similar to those
of its neighboring states, all of which were below the national average.

4.1 Retention by Institution

Using Post-Secondary Employment Outcomes (PSEQ) data (release R2025Q4), devel-
oped by the U.S. Census Bureau’s Longitudinal Employer-Household Dynamics (LEHD)
program, we examine what share of graduates from each University of Wisconsin campus
are employed in Wisconsin after graduation. This analysis is particularly important be-
cause the Universities of Wisconsin are the primary producers of college-educated work-
ers in the state. Retention outcomes should be interpreted in light of institutional mission,
geography, program mix, and student demographics, all of which shape where a campus’s
graduates ultimately work.

Table [3 reports the share of bachelor’'s-degree graduates employed in Wisconsin at one,
five, and ten years after graduation. One year out, the variation across institutions is strik-
ing: UW-Milwaukee has the highest retention rate, at 86.0%, followed by UW—Oshkosh
(85.5%) and UW-Whitewater (82.4%), while at the other end UW-Superior retains only
34.2% and UW-River Falls 35.5%. UW-Madison, the state’s flagship research university,
retains 54.7%.

Retention generally declines with time, suggesting ongoing out-migration. UW—-Madison’s
rate falls from 54.7% at one year to 40.8% at ten years, whereas comprehensive campuses
such as UW-Oshkosh and UW-Whitewater retain larger shares that hold up better over
longer horizons (UW—-Oshkosh, for example, remains above 77% at ten years).

UW-Madison warrants separate scrutiny. It is UW’s largest campus, yet at ten years its
retention rate is the third-lowest among UW campuses, above only two campuses on the
Minnesota border. That ten-year rate of 40.8% means the state loses the majority of each
flagship graduating class within a decade. Because Madison enrolls nearly a third of
UW’s first-time undergraduates (Table [2), it sends far more graduates out of Wisconsin, in
absolute terms, than any other institution. The comprehensive campuses — Milwaukee,
Oshkosh, Whitewater — educate mostly Wisconsin students and deliver roughly three-
quarters of them to Wisconsin employers a full decade out. Measured by the share of

12



isconsin: 56.5%

Wi

U.S. Average (54.2%)

rod

- B[SV

- Buturo A

- ejoxed YHON
- oTeMEBIO(

- JUOULIOA

- eIUIBIIA 1S9M
- TemeH

- e103R(Q YINOS
- epRAON

- pue[s] epoyy
- BURIUOIN

- 1N01309UU0)

- oarysduwrey maN
- OOIX9IN MON

- OUEpPI

- ©MO]

- sesuey]
- puejAIeN

- erutbarp
 1dd1SSISSIN
F Aosia[ moN
- UIRIN

- es{SelIqoN

- SLIOX MON

- uobaiQ

- sTOUT[[T

- opeIo[0)
- BUOZLIY

- eURTPU]

- BURISTNOT

- LINOSSTIA

- S139SNYOBSSEIN
- BIURATASUUS]

- sesuesIy

- BWOYERO

- olo

- BUI[OIRD YINOS
- 99ssouUUa],
U

—> UISUOOSIA
1 rureqery
ueBIYOIN

- Aponjua)]

- uojburysepm
- ye1n

- e1610090)

I B10SOUUIN
- eurfoIe) YiIoN

- RIUIOJITRD
L sexal,

(%) 91e1s Yg
u1 BuIAT] a1eys

o

(a) Living in birth state

|
isconsin: 39.7%

.

Wi

U.S. Average (56.8%)

ﬁ RURISINOT
ueBbTyOIN

()

- 1ddISSISSTIN
UISUOISTM
BMO]

- BTUBAJASUUS]
- e3[SeIgeoN

- BTUIBIIA 1SOM
- eURIPU]

BJOSOUUIIN
_m Asponjuay
stoutI

- eWIRqRlY
- LINOSSTIA

- 3[I0X MON

- BWOYRRO

- ej0R YMON

- SeSueNIY

- e103RJ YINOS

- sesuey

- S]39SnYoeSSeN
- ye1n

- BIUIOJI[RD

- sexa],

- INOT}09UU0D

- QUIRIN

- remey

- Aosia[ maN

- PUB[S] 8pouy

- 99SsaUUa],

- OOIXOIN MAN

- BUBJUOIN

- eUI[OIR) YINOS
- eUI[OIR)) YIION
- ButuoApn

- e1h10099

- oyepl

- JUOULISA

- uojburysepm

- aarysdwe maN
- uobaiQ

- puelAIRIN

- a1eMeIe(d

- eTUIBIIA

- OpeIo[0)

- BUOZLIY

- EpLIOTq

- eMSerY

- epRADN

rod

o
[ce}

(=] (=] (=]
© < (o}

(%) @3elS JudIIND
ur urog Jo0N oJeys

(=)

(b) Not born in current state

Figure 8: Birth-State Retention and Migrant Share of Skilled Workforce, Ages 25-64, 2022

13



Table 3: Share of Bachelor's Degree Graduates Employed in Wisconsin

Institution 1 Year 5Year 10 Year
UW-Milwaukee 86.0% 78.2% 74.4%
UW-0Oshkosh 85.5% 80.8% 77.7%

UW-Whitewater 82.4% 77.0% 78.5%
UW-Green Bay 81.4% 76.7% 74.9%
UW-Stevens Point 77.8% 73.2% 73.5%
UW-La Crosse 67.8% 60.1% 61.6%

UW-—Platteville 67.2% 65.2% 64.6%
UW-Parkside 64.2% 61.3% 58.4%
UW-Eau Claire 60.6% 53.3% 53.0%
UW-Madison 54.7% 42.9% 40.8%
UW-Stout 53.1% 49.9% 51.1%
UW-River Falls 35.5% 31.5% 31.4%
UW-Superior 34.2% 31.2% 33.3%
UW overall 67.4% 59.9% 58.0%

graduates retained, the campuses conventionally treated as UW’s second tier lead; the
flagship retains two in five. As Section 4.5 shows, however, much of this ranking reflects
differences in student composition rather than campus performance.

The standard defense is composition: Madison recruits nationally, and nonresident grad-
uates go home. Composition, however, is not an exogenous fact — it is the direct result of
the policy decision to lift nonresident caps, over which Madison’s in-state freshman share
fell from 62.2% to 47.6%. Because nonresident graduates are much less likely to remain in
Wisconsin than residents, a rising nonresident share lowers a campus’s overall retention
even as it continues to keep its own Wisconsin students — a shift in the composition of
each cohort, not the removal of Wisconsin students from it. Consistent with this, Madison’s
overall retention rate is close to the in-state enrollment share of its graduating cohorts, the
pattern one would expect if few nonresident graduates convert into Wisconsin workers.
Because PSEOQO does not distinguish graduates by state of origin, this pattern cannot be
confirmed from the PSEO series alone. Data published by the Universities of Wiscon-
sin can confirm it, however, and we examine them in Section 4.5: Madison’s nonresident
graduates remain in Wisconsin at roughly a quarter the rate of its resident graduates, so
the composition explanation is broadly correct — but composition is itself the product of

policy.
4.2 STEM vs. Non-STEM Retention

Figure [9 compares retention rates for STEM and non-STEM graduates by UW institution.
Retention rates for STEM graduates are lower than their non-STEM counterparts across
most campuses. At UW-Madison, the 1-year STEM retention rate is 56.8%, compared
to 54.7% overall, suggesting STEM graduates are not disproportionately leaving the state
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from the flagship campus. However, at border institutions like UW—-Superior (24.2% STEM
retention) and UW-River Falls (29.0% STEM retention), STEM graduates leave at very
high rates, likely crossing into Minnesota.
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Figure 9: Graduate Retention: STEM vs. Non-STEM (Bachelor’s Degree, 1 Year After Graduation)
4.3 Cross-State Comparison of Retention

To put Wisconsin’s retention rates in context, we compare Wisconsin with its four neigh-
boring states using PSEO data, which cover 33 participating states (Table [4). Wiscon-
sin’s overall 1-year retention rate of 67.4% falls in the middle of this group, behind lllinois
(78.0%) and Minnesota (75.1%) but ahead of lowa (59.3%) and Michigan (41.0%). It also
trails the PSEO benchmark (the 73.5% average across all 33 participating states) by 6.1
percentage points.

Table 4: Graduate Retention Rates by State (Bachelor’'s Degree)

State 1-Year Retention STEM 1-Year Non-STEM 1-Year
lllinois 78.0% 67.5% 80.1%
Minnesota 75.1% 70.8% 75.9%
Wisconsin 67.4% 63.6% 68.3%
lowa 59.3% 51.2% 61.4%
Michigan 41.0% 42.8% 40.2%
PSEO benchmark 73.5% 67.0% 74.9%

Source: PSEO R2025Q4. Retention = share of employed graduates working in-state. The PSEO
benchmark is the average across the 33 participating states.

STEM retention follows a similar pattern and is lower than non-STEM retention in most of
these states, Michigan being the exception. Wisconsin fits the general pattern, retaining
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63.6% of STEM graduates compared with 68.3% of non-STEM graduates; both rates fall
below the corresponding PSEO benchmarks of 67.0% and 74.9%, by 3.4 and 6.6 percent-
age points, respectively. Among its neighbors, the STEM retention gap is largest in lllinois
(67.5% STEM vs. 80.1% non-STEM) and lowa (51.2% vs. 61.4%).

4.4 Retention by Degree Level

Retention also varies by degree level. Wisconsin’s master's graduates are retained at
about the same rate as its bachelor’s graduates (66.3% versus 67.4% one year out), and
as in most states, the two are broadly similar (Table [5).

Table 5: Graduate Retention Rates by State (Master’s Degree)

State 1-Year Retention STEM 1-Year Non-STEM 1-Year
Minnesota 78.3% 64.8% 79.9%
lllinois 73.6% 49.2% 77.0%
Wisconsin 66.3% 41.4% 69.8%
lowa 59.2% 41.0% 63.4%
Michigan 45.5% 47.8% 44.4%

Source: PSEO R2025Q4. Retention = share of employed graduates working in-state.

The picture is worse for the most highly skilled graduates in technical fields: Wisconsin re-
tains only 41.4% of its STEM master’s graduates (Table[5) and 28.6% of its PhD graduates
(Table[6) one year out, near the bottom of its neighbors on both. These are the graduates
for whom earnings differentials across states are largest, consistent with the evidence in
Section 5.

Table 6: Graduate Retention Rates by State (PhD)

State 1-Year Retention STEM 1-Year Non-STEM 1-Year
Minnesota 47.0% 39.1% 51.3%
lllinois 41.7% 28.3% 49.5%
lowa 33.7% 24.2% 41.5%
Wisconsin 28.6% 24.8% 32.0%
Michigan 26.7% 27 1% 26.1%

Source: PSEO R2025Q4. Retention = share of employed graduates working in-state.

Finally, Table [7|reports retention at one, five, and ten years for each degree level, together
with the decline from one to ten years. Between one and ten years after graduation, the in-
state share falls by 9.4 percentage points for bachelor’s graduates (from 67.4% to 58.0%),
6.2 points for master’'s graduates (66.3% to 60.1%), and 3.6 points for PhD graduates
(28.6% to 25.0%); in proportional terms, these declines are about 14%, 9%, and 13% of
their one-year levels. By either measure, the retention of master’'s and PhD graduates
erodes less over the decade than that of bachelor’s graduates, consistent with greater
long-run geographic stability among the most skilled. Policies targeted at linking current
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students in skilled degrees to jobs in Wisconsin may be effective at ensuring they stay for
the long term.

Table 7: Wisconsin Graduate Retention Over Time by Degree Level
Degree 1-Year 5-Year 10-Year Decline (pp) Decline (%)

Bachelor's 67.4% 59.9% 58.0% 9.4 13.9%
Master’s 66.3% 62.0% 60.1% 6.2 9.4%
PhD 28.6% 25.7% 25.0% 3.6 12.6%

Source: PSEO R2025Q4. Retention = share of employed graduates working in Wisconsin. Decline is the
fall in the in-state share from one to ten years after graduation, in percentage points (pp) and as a
percentage of the one-year level.

4.5 Retention by Residency

The PSEO evidence above cannot distinguish graduates by their residency at the time of
enrollment, leaving open the question raised in Section 3: does the expanded recruitment
of nonresident students, concentrated at UW—-Madison, translate into Wisconsin workers?
The Universities of Wisconsin publish data that speak to this directly. Their accountabil-
ity dashboard reports, for each campus, the share of bachelor’'s-degree alumni living in
Wisconsin, broken out by residency when enrolled (Universities of Wisconsin|, [2026)). Be-
cause these data track where alumni live rather than where they are employed, they are
not directly comparable to the PSEO series above, but they permit a split PSEO cannot.
One convention warrants note. We compute each residency share among graduates with
a known current address, whereas the dashboard’s published percentages include grad-
uates of unknown address in the denominator; because the unknown-address share is
sizable for recent cohorts, the rates reported here run somewhat higher than the dash-
board’s headline figures (for Madison’s nonresident graduates one year out, 23.9% rather
than roughly 18%), even though the underlying head counts are identical. We exclude
unknown addresses so as not to treat graduates whose location is simply unrecorded as
though they had left the state.

Table 8| reports, one year after graduation, the share living in Wisconsin separately for
graduates who enrolled as Wisconsin residents and as nonresidents (the latter including
Minnesota reciprocity students). Two patterns hold across all thirteen campuses. First,
resident graduates overwhelmingly stay: 96.6% system-wide, ranging from 86% to 99%
by campus. Second, nonresident graduates largely leave: only 18.6% remain system-
wide, and at no campus does nonresident retention reach one-third. A campus’s overall
retention rate is therefore governed largely by its mix of resident and nonresident students
rather than by any campus-specific ability to retain them.

This resolves the interpretive question raised earlier in this section. UW-Madison’s mid-
dling overall retention reflects its composition, not weak retention of the students it draws
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Table 8: Retention by Residency When Enrolled: Share of Bachelor’'s Graduates Living in Wiscon-
sin One Year After Graduation, by Institution

Institution Resident Nonresident Nonres. Grads Nonres. in WI
UW-Madison 97.3% 23.9% 3,588 857
UW-Milwaukee 98.1% 23.4% 499 117
UW-La Crosse 86.4% 28.5% 407 116
UW-Eau Claire 95.7% 7.9% 798 63
UW-Whitewater 97.5% 14.3% 300 43
UW-Stout 97.5% 7.9% 466 37
UW-Green Bay 98.4% 29.9% 107 32
UW-River Falls 95.9% 6.5% 495 32
UW-Platteville 98.6% 8.8% 307 27
UW-Oshkosh 99.0% 17.2% 145 25
UW-Stevens Point  98.8% 15.2% 165 25
UW-Superior 95.1% 10.1% 207 21
UW-Parkside 97.2% 18.0% 100 18
UW overall 96.6% 18.6% 7,584 1,413

Notes: Source: Universities of Wisconsin Accountability Dashboard, Economic Development. Resident
and Nonresident columns give the share of graduates living in Wisconsin one year after graduation among
those with a known address; “Nonresident” includes Minnesota reciprocity students. Nonres. Grads is the
number of nonresident graduates with a known address; Nonres. in WI is the number of them living in
Wisconsin. Rows sorted by Nonres. in WI. Most recent (2026) residence snapshot; 2025 graduating cohort.

from Wisconsin: 97.3% of its resident graduates remain in the state, in line with the
95-99% resident retention seen at nearly every campus. What lowers Madison’s over-
all figure is that 47% of its graduates enrolled as nonresidents, of whom only 23.9% stay
— a gap that widens over time (Figure[10): ten years out, 68.3% of resident graduates but
only 13.8% of nonresident graduates remain in Wisconsin.

The same pattern holds for STEM graduates (Table 9 and Figure[10). Because this source
separately identifies only engineering and biological sciences among STEM fields — com-
puter science, mathematics, and physical sciences are not broken out — the STEM figures
here are a partial proxy that notably omits computer science. Within that proxy, Madison
retains 97.7% of its resident STEM graduates and 28.1% of its nonresident STEM grad-
uates one year out. If anything, its nonresident STEM graduates stay at a slightly higher
rate than its nonresident graduates overall (28.1% versus 23.9%), giving no sign that the
flagship is disproportionately losing its nonresident STEM talent. Nonresident STEM co-
horts are small at several comprehensive campuses, so their rates should be read with
caution.

Two implications follow, and they pull in opposite directions. On one hand, the data confirm
that Madison’s nonresident recruitment converts into Wisconsin workers at a low rate —
roughly one in four at one year, and fewer thereafter — so most of each nonresident cohort
is educated in Wisconsin but works elsewhere. On the other hand, Madison’s scale makes
it the state’s single largest source of retained out-of-state talent — its 857 nonresident
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Table 9: Retention by Residency When Enrolled, STEM Graduates (Engineering and Biological
Sciences): Share Living in Wisconsin One Year After Graduation

Institution Resident Nonresident Nonres. Grads Nonres. in WI
UW-Madison 97.7% 28.1% 741 208
UW-Milwaukee 97.3% 26.3% 76 20
UW-Platteville 97.8% 10.8% 102 11
UW-La Crosse 85.2% 16.7% 60 10
UW-Eau Claire 97.8% 10.5% 57 6
UW-Oshkosh 100.0% 57.1% 7 4
UW-River Falls 92.3% 8.7% 46 4
UW-Stout 96.8% 4.5% 67 3
UW-Parkside 100.0% 50.0% 2 1
UW-Stevens Point  100.0% 14.3% 7 1
UW-Whitewater 97.8% 5.9% 17 1
UW-Green Bay 100.0% 0.0% 3 0
UW-Superior 100.0% 0.0% 10 0
UW overall 96.8% 22.5% 1,195 269

Notes: Source and definitions as in Table[8l STEM here comprises Engineering and Biological Sciences
only; computer science, mathematics, and physical sciences are not separately identified in this source
and are excluded. Nonresident STEM cohorts are small at several comprehensive campuses (see Nonres.
Grads), so their nonresident rates are imprecise; the system and UW—-Madison rows are based on large
samples.

100 All majors STEM (Engineering & Biological Sciences)
80 A
c
‘@
C
o
$ 60 A
= =—e— Resident when enrolled
£ =e= Nonresident when enrolled
2 40-
2 N
= / \, S N // N- Q\
204 NN p M’ N
i N i 1
-~ -
~/ K*~r"‘~o_.__. S—— N"~.
0 T T T T T T T T T T T T T T
2 4 6 8 10 12 14 2 4 6 8 10 12 14
Years after graduation Years after graduation

Figure 10: UW-Madison: Share of Graduates Living in Wisconsin by Residency When Enrolled,
All Majors and STEM (2026 Residence Snapshot)
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graduates staying each year (208 in the STEM proxy) exceed the combined total of all
twelve other campuses — and, counting residents and nonresidents together, the largest
single source of retained graduates of any campus. Nonresident retention is low across
the entire system — 18.6% overall, and at no campus above 30% — and Madison’s 23.9%
sits modestly above that average, third among the thirteen campuses but well within the
same low range. The comprehensive campuses’ strong overall retention therefore comes
from enrolling few nonresidents, not from retaining nonresidents better: most retain them at
rates at or below Madison’s. The point is not that Madison retains nonresidents well — no
campus does — but that its low overall rate reflects how many nonresidents it enrolls rather
than any special inability to keep the Wisconsin students it draws. The relevant policy
question is therefore not whether Madison uniquely underperforms, which it does not, but
how to raise the workforce return of an enrollment strategy whose graduates convert at
roughly one in four, against resident graduates who remain at roughly four times that rate.
Because so large a share of a large cohort departs, the greatest available lever on the
flagship’s contribution is not the size of nonresident enrollment but the rate at which those
students are connected to Wisconsin employment — a margin that targeted placement,
internships, and employer linkage can move.

5 Earnings and Tax Competitiveness

The earnings a state offers, and the after-tax income they support, are central to where col-
lege graduates choose to live and work: the return-migration and attraction margins (i,
{ms—wi}s2wi, and vw) in equation (1). This section examines how Wisconsin compares on
three dimensions that shape those decisions: the earnings of its college graduates, both
overall and in STEM,; its state income-tax burden; and the real, cost-of-living-adjusted in-
come that graduates ultimately take home. We find that Wisconsin’s college graduates
earn somewhat less than observably similar graduates elsewhere. Its tax burden is mod-
estly above the national average and widens this gap, but its substantially lower cost of
living more than offsets it in real terms, leaving graduates’ purchasing power slightly above
the national average. We proceed in three steps: the earnings of Wisconsin’s college grad-
uates, the state income-tax burden on those earnings, and the real after-tax income that
results once cost of living is taken into account.

5.1 Earnings of College Graduates

Figure shows median annual earnings of employed college graduates (BA+, ages
25-64) by state. Wisconsin’s median of $65,000 ranks in the lower half of states and
at the bottom of its neighbors, tied with lowa and below Michigan ($70,000), Minnesota
($73,000), and lllinois ($75,000). These raw medians partly reflect differences in workforce
composition, however. To isolate the state-level earnings gap, we estimate a Mincer-style
log-wage regression controlling for age, gender, STEM major, and education level (Ta-
ble [10), and plot the resulting state wage premiums in Figure[12] Wisconsin’s premium is
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—5.9%, implying its college graduates earn about 6% less than observably similar gradu-
ates nationally. On this adjusted basis Wisconsin sits in the middle of its neighbors: behind
Minnesota (2.1%) and lllinois (2.6%) but ahead of Michigan (—7.0%) and lowa (—8.8%).
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Figure 11: Median Earnings of College Graduates (BA+), Ages 25—64, Employed, 2022
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Table 10: Log Wage Regression for College Graduates (Ages 25-64)

Variable Coefficient Std. Error
Constant 9.0589***  (0.0202)
Age 0.0983***  (0.0010)
Age? -0.0010***  (0.0000)
Female -0.3450**  (0.0025)
STEM Major 0.2124***  (0.0030)
Master’s or Higher 0.2232***  (0.0025)
Selected State Effects (ref: weighted U.S. average)

Wisconsin -0.0611**  (0.0092)
Minnesota 0.0204* (0.0084)
lllinois 0.0260***  (0.0058)
lowa -0.0924***  (0.0128)
Michigan -0.0723***  (0.0072)
N 523,379

R? 0.1171

Source: 2022 ACS PUMS. Sample includes employed BA+ workers ages 25—-64 with positive wage and
salary income. Weighted OLS. State fixed effects are recentered to the weighted U.S. average using state
PWGTP sums in the regression sample. * p<0.05, ** p<0.01, *** p<0.001. All 50 states + DC included as
fixed effects; only selected states shown.
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Figure 12: State Wage Premiums for College Graduates

5.2 Earnings of College Graduates in STEM

Figure shows median annual earnings of employed STEM college graduates (BA+,
ages 25-64) by state. Wisconsin’s median of $85,000 trails the national figure of $96,000
and most of its neighbors: it falls below lllinois and Michigan (both $90,000) and Min-
nesota ($88,000), though it exceeds lowa ($81,000). Adjusting for observable charac-
teristics places Wisconsin in a more favorable light, however. Figure (14| plots the STEM
wage premiums estimated from the same regression framework: Wisconsin’s is —3.8%,
a smaller shortfall than the —5.9% it posts for college graduates overall. On this adjusted
basis Wisconsin ranks second among its neighbors: behind Minnesota (0.3%) but ahead
of Illinois (—4.0%), Michigan (—6.4%), and lowa (—10.2%).

5.3 State Tax Competitiveness

Because after-tax income determines location decisions, we examine Wisconsin’s state
income tax relative to all 50 states and the District of Columbia. We compute the effective
state income tax for a single filer at various gross income levels using 2022 tax brackets.

Figure[15|ranks all 50 states and the District of Columbia by their effective state income tax
rate at $100,000 gross income. Wisconsin’s rate of 5.0% is above the national average
of 4.2%, placing it 24th highest and well above the nine states that levy no income tax
at all. Among its neighbors, Wisconsin’s rate is lower than Minnesota (6.5%) and lowa
(6.4%), comparable to lllinois (5.0%), but higher than Michigan (4.3%). Moreover, several
competitors — including lowa — have legislated substantial rate reductions taking effect
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Figure 13: Median Earnings of STEM College Graduates (BA+), Ages 25-64, Employed, 2022
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Figure 14: State Wage Premiums for STEM College Graduates
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after 2022, so Wisconsin’s relative position is deteriorating even absent any change in its
own statutes (lowa HF 2317, 2022; Tax Foundation).
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Figure 15: Effective State Income Tax Rate at $100,000 Gross Income (Single Filer, 2022)

5.4 Cost-of-Living Adjusted After-Tax Income

Nominal after-tax income does not account for differences in cost of living across states.
Using BEA Regional Price Parities (Wisconsin RPP = 92.4, meaning Wisconsin’s price
level is 7.6% below the national average), we compute real after-tax income. Figure
shows that Wisconsin’s cost-of-living advantage improves its competitive position: at $100,000
gross, Wisconsin’s real after-tax income is $78,559, ranking 22nd among all states. This

is notably better than high-tax, high-cost states like California ($63,530) and New York
($66,819).

Table[11]traces this cost-of-living adjustment for Wisconsin and its four neighbors. Nominal
after-tax incomes are similar across the five states, but their price levels are not, and once
adjusted Wisconsin’s real after-tax income of $78,559 ranks second among its neighbors,
behind only lowa and ahead of Michigan, Minnesota, and lllinois. lllinois is instructive: its
tax rate is marginally lower than Wisconsin’s and its nominal after-tax income is nearly
identical, yet its high cost of living (RPP 101.2) leaves it with the lowest real income of the
group ($71,767). lowa, despite levying one of the highest tax rates in the group (6.44%,
second only to Minnesota’s 6.47%), tops it because its cost of living is the lowest (RPP
88.4). Wisconsin’s competitive standing rests on its low cost of living rather than its tax
policy. The cost-of-living advantage largely reflects housing costs, which are not a direct
policy instrument, while the tax rate is the margin lawmakers control directly. Because
housing costs can converge across the Midwest while tax rates are set in statute, this
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Figure 16: Cost-of-Living Adjusted After-Tax Income at $100,000 Gross (Single Filer, 2022)

offset cannot be assumed to persist. Sustaining the advantage as the state pursues talent
attraction will require keeping housing supply responsive — through permitting, land-use
rules, and construction costs — particularly in Dane County, already the state’s tightest
housing market.

Table 11: After-Tax Income Comparison at $100,000 Gross (Single Filer, 2022)

State State Tax Eff. Rate After-Tax RPP Real After-Tax Rank
lowa $6,439 6.44% $71,143 88.4 $80,523 16
Wisconsin $4,992 4.99% $72,590 924 $78,559 22
Michigan $4,250 4.25% $73,332 93.6 $78,355 23
Minnesota $6,474 6.47% $71,108 975 $72,963 34
lllinois $4,950 4.95% $72,632 101.2 $71,767 36
U.S. average $4,189 4.19% $73,393 97.2 $75,958 n/a

Sources: Tax brackets from Tax Foundation; RPP from BEA (2022). Rank is real after-tax income among
all 50 states and the District of Columbia. The U.S.-average row reports the average across all 51 states of
each column.

6 Conclusion

Wisconsin’s skilled-workforce challenge is the product of several factors: an aging demo-
graphic structure, comparatively weak attraction of college-educated residents from other
states, and lower retention among STEM and advanced-degree graduates. Its college
graduates also earn somewhat less than observably similar graduates elsewhere, though
Wisconsin’s lower cost of living more than offsets this gap in real terms. The evidence
does not indicate that Wisconsin is broadly unsuccessful at retaining all college-educated
natives; rather, it points to attraction and high-skill retention as the margins where improve-

25



ment may be most consequential.

Wisconsin’s relatively strong high-school completion, college-enroliment, and in-state at-
tendance outcomes imply that expanding the educational pipeline for native students is
unlikely to close the skilled-workforce gap. Investments that draw out-of-state students
into the Universities of Wisconsin in fields such as STEM may also help, but only insofar
as those students remain in Wisconsin after graduation — a margin where nonresident
retention is low across all thirteen universities; because nonresident enroliment is concen-
trated at the flagship, that is also where the potential gains are largest (Section 4.5). The
state will also need to increase the availability of attractive, high-wage career opportunities
and strengthen links between Wisconsin institutions, students, and employers.

We close with seven concrete policy recommendations that follow from this analysis:

1. Strengthen high-wage career opportunities in Wisconsin. The state should pri-
oritize the tax and regulatory climate that supports employer growth, innovation-
intensive industries, and career pathways offering college graduates competitive long-
run earnings and advancement.

2. Improve the transition from UW education to Wisconsin employment. Employer
partnerships, paid internships, campus recruiting, and post-graduation placement
programs could make it easier for students to begin their careers in Wisconsin, par-
ticularly in STEM and advanced-degree fields. The comprehensive campuses have
demonstrated that this model works; at the flagship, where scale means each ad-
ditional retained graduate counts for more, strengthening these links is where the
largest gains lie.

3. Target retention initiatives toward mobile, high-demand graduates. STEM, mas-
ter's, and PhD graduates appear more difficult to retain than bachelor’s graduates
overall. Instruments tied to sustained in-state employment — including tax-side ap-
proaches — may be more promising than broad retention subsidies, though their
design and cost-effectiveness warrant separate evaluation.

4. Direct workforce-linkage resources toward the campuses with demonstrated
results. The high-retention comprehensive campuses — Milwaukee, Oshkosh, White-
water, Green Bay, Stevens Point — have proven they convert state investment into
Wisconsin workers and are the natural sites for expanded employer partnerships. At
UW-Madison, where the campus’s scale means even modest gains in post-graduation
retention would have meaningful statewide effects, expanded partnerships should be
paired with measurement of their workforce return.

5. Measure the workforce return of the nonresident enroliment strategy. The Uni-
versities of Wisconsin already publish residency-split retention data (Section 4.5), so
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the workforce payoff of nonresident recruitment can now be measured rather than
assumed. Those data show that only about one in four nonresident UW-Madison
graduates remains in Wisconsin one year out — a low conversion rate that, because
of Madison’s scale, nonetheless makes the flagship the largest absolute source of
retained out-of-state talent of any campus. Where nonresident conversion can be
raised — through employer linkages, internships, and post-graduation placement
aimed specifically at out-of-state students — the potential gain is large precisely
because so much of each cohort is currently departing, and the flagship is where
that opportunity is greatest. The state and the Universities of Wisconsin should use
these data to track nonresident retention over time and to target the placement and
employer-linkage efforts that can raise it.

6. Maintain attention to computer science and other high-demand fields. Wis-
consin’s below-average CS degree share suggests an opportunity to grow computer
science programs across the Universities of Wisconsin, particularly at high-retention
institutions. Growth in computer science capacity should be weighted toward the
high-retention comprehensive campuses, where each additional degree is most likely
to become a Wisconsin worker.

7. Protect the cost-of-living advantage. Wisconsin’s real-income edge depends on
housing affordability, which is a function of housing supply. Keeping permitting, land-
use regulation, and construction costs from restricting supply — especially in the
state’s tightest markets — would ensure that success in attracting talent does not
erode the advantage that currently offsets the state’s earnings gap.

The retention evidence complicates UW’s conventional hierarchy: overall retention tracks
student composition more than campus quality. Measured by the share of graduates who
stay, the comprehensive campuses lead, while the flagship retains among the smallest
shares by a decade out and loses the majority of each graduating class. Madison retains
its own Wisconsin students at essentially the same high rate as other campuses and,
because of its scale, remains the largest single source of the out-of-state talent the state
keeps; but the deliberate expansion of nonresident enroliment that drives down its overall
rate delivers a workforce return well below its scale, and the largest available gain lies in
raising the rate at which those students are connected to Wisconsin employment. Taken
together, these steps would shift Wisconsin’s emphasis from producing skilled workers
(where the state already succeeds) toward retaining and attracting them — and toward
the fundamentals of earnings, taxes, and living costs that ultimately govern those choices.
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