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Purpose & Opportunity
The 2011 LIFE Study Regional Report (Leading Indicators for Excellence) brings together data from three
metropolitan areas of the lower Fox River region (Brown County, the Fox Cities, and Southern Winnebago
County). The 2011 LIFE Study has identified important data reflecting 10 quality of life topic areas of the region
and has obtained reliable numerical and perceptual data about those 10 topics.
Leading philanthropic and civic organizations in the region created a unique opportunity where ten funding
partners (listed on the inside cover) joined forces to coordinate simultaneous “quality of life” studies of their
metropolitan areas. They research was done in such a way that data could be combined regionally, shared and
analyzed collectively, resulting in a report identifying findings for the region.
Similarly, higher education institutions have collaborated in conducting and preparing the research results.
Managed by UW-Green Bay’s Center for Public Affairs, survey research was conducted by St. Norbert College’s
Strategic Research Institute. UW-Oshkosh faculty led focus groups being held in that area, and the region’s two
technical colleges, Fox Valley Technical College and Northeast Wisconsin Technical College, shared in the
production of four weighty reports and other results.
Numerous other organizations and individuals from throughout the region joined with us to provide data,
participate in panels or focus group, or provide in-kind assistance. All three communities assembled Advisory
Councils of area leaders who provided feedback and ideas during this study.
The sponsors of the 2011 LIFE Study want to help the region learn more about key issues it faces based on a
foundation of solid research and information. Its purpose is to spark regional leaders and community members to
action: action based on an accurate understanding of the things happening in the region in a variety of sectors.
This study does not provide in-depth information about any one issue, rather it paints a broad picture of the
community from a variety of angles and brings forward important issues that demand further investigation in
order to reveal more about its cause or impacts. The study does not attempt to compile all existing information,
but instead, presents selected key data. While it does not inventory every organization that may impact that
issue, it selects key organizations at work in the community.
Each metropolitan area has common strengths and challenges, and also unique success stories and models of
“best practice.” The community partners plan to discuss common challenges and explore solutions that nearby
communities have found to address these challenges. So far, simply the process of discussing quality of life
regionally has created new relationships with the potential for future collaboration and building on new ideas.
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2011 LIFE Study Regional Demographics
Total Households
2000

2010

% change

Brown County

87,295

98,383

12.70%

Calumet County

14,910

18,575

24.58%

Outagamie County

60,530

69,648

15.06%

Winnebago County

61,157

67,875

10.98%

2,084,556

2,279,268

9.34%

Wisconsin

Source: U.S. Census

Age Distribution
2000
Age

2010

0-14

15-34

35-64

65+

0-14

15-34

35-64

65+

Brown County

21.7%

29.7%

38.0%

10.7%

20.7%

27.7%

39.8%

11.5%

Calumet County

23.5%

26.0%

43.0%

11.4%

22.3%

23.2%

43.0%

11.3%

Outagamie County

22.8%

28.1%

38.2%

10.9%

20.6%

26.7%

40.8%

11.7%

Winnebago County

19.6%

29.7%

38.2%

12.6%

17.9%

28.8%

40.0%

11.7%

Wisconsin

21.0%

27.5%

38.5%

13.1%

19.4%

26.4%

40.5%

13.8%

Source: U.S. Census

Income Summary
Per Capita Total Personal Income
2005-2007

Median Household Income

2007-2009

Change

2005-2007

2007-2009

Change

Brown County

$

25,741

$

27,007

4.92%

$

51,624

$

52,246

1.20%

Calumet County

$

26,187

$

27,590

5.36%

$

58,729

$

61,227

4.25%

Outagamie County

$

25,809

$

26,847

4.02%

$

55,856

$

55,030

-1.48%

Winnebago County

$

24,896

$

26,118

4.91%

$

49,395

$

50,184

1.60%

Wisconsin

$

25,742

$

26,403

2.57%

$

50,309

$

51,257

1.88%

U.S.

$

26,178

$

27,100

3.52%

$

50,007

$

51,369

2.72%

Source: U.S. Census
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LIFE Study Regional Strengths
These strengths were identified by all three of the 2011 LIFE Study metropolitan areas. The 2011 LIFE
Study included six surveys, 12 community focus groups, and 30 expert sector panels along with statistical
data published by the state and others.

Strengths

Broadly Recognized Aspects of the Region

Affordability

Cost of living is lower than the national average

Education quality

Quality of education opportunities offered at all levels
Education quality rated highly by leaders and community members
Achievement of K-12 students is as good or better than statewide
Higher, adult education, and lifelong opportunities are widely available

Health services and initiatives

Health care providers rated strongly by leaders and community
Numerous public/private efforts to promote healthy lifestyles

Economy

Unemployment lower than state and national averages
Recognized opportunity to develop high-skill manufacturing
Regionally diversified economy

Nonprofit/volunteer sector

Strong support for basic needs and people with disabilities
Collaboration among civic groups, business, nonprofits, and
government entities to address community issues
Active participation in community initiatives
Volunteerism is active

Outdoor entertainment and
community events

Wide variety of for-profit and non-profit events that engage local,
regional, and national attendees
Local events engage the community

Place for families/children

Safe communities, quality schools, family oriented
Leaders and community members rate the area favorably as a place
for families
Community initiatives to support and improve child/family well-being

Safety and safety system

Lower crime rates than state and national averages
Safety services seen as strong and collaborative
Proactive responses to emerging concerns about drug issues

Tourism

Variety of popular amenities for tourism
Growing tourism

Water resources and outdoor
recreation

Community members and leaders rate water resources highly
Emphasis on access and recreational pursuits along riverfront
Miles of trails and parks increasing; pedestrian plans being developed
Region offers access to major bodies of water

2011 LIFE Study Regional Report
4

LIFE Study Regional Opportunities for Collaboration
While several important issues were identified in each community, those listed below were identified in all
metropolitan areas based on multiple sources. Data show that these issues were major concerns in all metro
areas. Sponsors and community leaders could consider developing approaches together that might be
applied throughout the region.

Opportunity area

Broadly Recognized Aspects of the Region

Access to health care

Increasingly inadequate access to medical, dental, and mental health
services
Untreated mental illness implicated as a cause of other challenges

Affordable housing

A number of community members in each area rate availability of
affordable housing as fair to poor
Growing number of owners and renters burdened with housing costs
Increased homelessness

Community cohesiveness
and inclusion

Need for maintaining a positive quality of life for all residents
Need for civic/elected leadership that reflects changing area
demographics
Need for continuing efforts to embrace diversity

Economic development
and job creation

The top priority of leaders and community members in all metro areas
Need for workforce skills better aligned with employment needs
Need for good paying jobs and continuing to diversify the economy

Healthy development of all
youth

Risky behaviors including alcohol, drug abuse (including prescription)
Juvenile arrest rates higher than statewide
A number of youth report mental health issues, self harm
Perceived isolation of youth from nature, arts, personal relationships
For those not going to college, stronger work and social skills needed

Lifestyle improvements

Obesity, smoking, and abuse of prescription drugs are growing lifestyle
concerns; binge drinking down, but still too high
Overall health status has declined; incidence of diabetes up

Preserving strong
education

Community members and leaders are concerned about investment for
quality future education
Importance of alignment between educational system and employment
Reading achievement scores declining, especially among minority and
low income students
Higher educational attainment needed

Self-sufficiency

Growing use of public and nonprofit programs
More individuals accessing shelters, pantries, and meals programs
Efficient and affordable transportation options needed for those who
don’t drive (including connected trails and public transit)

Support for children

Child abuse and neglect rates have grown and exceed state rates
High costs of child care relative to income
Growing rate of at-risk births

Support for older adults
and people with
disabilities

Concerns about funding/availability of community services
Need for transportation and housing
Support for older adults living alone or in poverty
Access to long term care; uncertainty of funding for long term care
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LIFE Study Methods
Separate LIFE Studies were conducted in Brown County, the Fox Cities, and Southern Winnebago County by
the Center for Public Affairs at UW-Green Bay (collaborating with UW-Oshkosh) and the Strategic Research
Institute at St. Norbert College. The communities used parallel timelines and assessment methods that included
community and leader surveys, community member and expert/provider focus groups, interviews, and a
comprehensive secondary data review.
By conducting these studies simultaneously, it allowed for compilation of results into the 2011 LIFE Study
Regional Report.
The study provides an in-depth look into ten key areas:
LIFE of Arts & Culture

Arts and Cultural Assets and Pursuits

LIFE in the Community

Demographics, Infrastructure, Civic engagement, Volunteerism,
Government

A Healthy LIFE

Physical and Mental Health

LIFE at Home

Children and Families (childcare, youth, elder care, populations with
special needs)

LIFE of Learning

Education (pre-K-12, higher education, lifelong learning)

LIFE in Natural Environment

Natural Environment (water and air quality, land use, conservation)

LIFE of Recreation & Leisure

Recreation, Leisure, and Sports

A Safe LIFE

Personal and Public Safety

LIFE of Self-Sufficiency

Affordable Housing, Nutrition, Basic Needs

LIFE at Work

Economy and Employment

Community Focus Groups were held with important segments of our community: Youth, Elderly,
Multicultural Community, and Working Parents.
Expert Sector Panels were conducted with selected experts and leaders within each of the ten categories
or sectors of the LIFE Study to obtain information on their perceptions of challenges and strengths related to
their fields of expertise.
Provider Statistics were requested from selected nonprofit and public organizations.
Published Data from reliable secondary sources such as the counties, state, U.S. Census, Centers for
Disease Control, Annie E. Casey Foundation and other objective sources. These data were obtained so that
data could be pooled for all four counties participating in the 2011 LIFE Study. When needed, the data were
weighted to reflect population distribution in the area.
U.S. Census 2005-2007 and 2007-2009 three year estimates from the American Community Survey (ACS)
were used because of the accuracy they provided. One year ACS estimates have much larger margins of
error. Data from the 2010 census are partially released as of this printing.
Whenever possible, we have used rates rather than actual number of cases to adjust for
changes in the size of the population.
Occasionally data reporting methods are changed by a source. Our report notes when these
changes have occurred between years of data.
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LIFE Study Methods, continued
Community Surveys were sent (by mail and offered online) to randomly selected households using a
standard Address Based Sampling (ABS) model in Brown, Outagamie, Calumet and Winnebago Counties. A
total of 1,158 surveys were completed and returned in February and March, 2011. The response rate for the
community survey was 26% with a margin of error of + 3% at the 95% confidence interval. Responses were
weighted for race, age and gender to ensure that the sample was an accurate representation of the region’s
population.
Leader Surveys of 875 area leaders representing government, faith, business, media, nonprofits and
foundations, healthcare, education, and the community at large were completed in October and November,
2010. The leader surveys were e-mailed to a selected total sample of approximately 1,573 leaders in Brown,
Outagamie, Calumet and Winnebago Counties. The response rate for the leader survey was 56%.

Characteristics of Community
Survey Participants (n=1,158)
White

89%

Non-white

11%

Highest level of education,
High School or GED

26%

Highest level of education,
Bachelor's Degree or higher

48%

Employed

67%

Children in Household

67%

Income less than $50,000

42%

Income $100,000 or more

19%

Source: LIFE Study Community, Leader Surveys

Sector of Leader Survey Participants
(n=875)
Government

11%

Business & Industry

36%

Media

2%

Health Care

9%

Faith Community

2%

Nonprofit (other than health care)

16%

Education

17%

Retired

7%

Not currently employed

1%

Source: LIFE Study Community, Leader Surveys
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Overall Satisfaction With Quality of Life
Figure 1

Data Highlights
Differences of 0.2 or larger are statistically significant.

Overall satisfaction with the quality of life in the region is
generally high. Leaders gave slightly higher ratings than
community members. On a scale of 1 (Very Dissatisfied) to
10 (Very Satisfied), the mean score given by leaders was
8.4 while the mean score of community members was 8.0,
a statistically significant difference (Figure 1). Fifty-eight
percent of leaders and 41% of community members gave
ratings of 9 or 10. Two-thirds (67%) of leaders representing
the health community gave satisfaction ratings of 9 or 10
compared to 57% of business leaders and 51% of
government leaders.
When asked if their community is headed in the right
direction or wrong direction, 62% of leaders and 43% of
community members said that they believed things are
headed in the right direction. Over one-third (37%) of
community members and about a quarter (25%) of the
leaders were not sure, while 21% of community members
and 13% of leaders felt that things were moving in the
wrong direction (Figure 2).
Community members (73%) and leaders (66%) basically
feel that things in their community have stayed about the
same over the past two years; leaders (23%) are
somewhat more likely than community members (11%) to
say that things have gotten better in their community
(Figure 3).
Overall, leaders and community members were very satisfied
with the quality of life in the region and indicated that the region
is moving in the right direction.
However, a substantial percentage of leaders (25%) and
community members (37%) were unsure about the direction in
which the region is moving.
In general, leaders gave somewhat higher ratings than
community members on overall satisfaction, right versus wrong
direction and how things have changed in the past two years.
These differences may be the result of a number of factors: the
leaders’ positions within the community, leaders generally
having a more positive economic standing, and leaders tend to
be the ones who are leading many efforts to make
improvements. Additionally, the timing of the surveys may have
played a role (the leader survey took place in fall of 2010, while
community surveys were given in the winter of 2011).

Figure 2
Is Your Area Headed in the Right or
Wrong Direction?
100%
90%
80%
70%
60%
50%
40%
30%
20%
10%
0%

62%
43%

37%
25%

21%
13%

Not Sure

Wrong
Leaders

Right

Community

Source: 2010 LIFE Leader, Community Surveys

Figure 3
How Has Your Area Changed in the
Past Two Years?
100%
90%
80%
70%
60%
50%
40%
30%
20%
10%
0%

73%
66%

11%

16%

Became
Worse

23%
11%

Stayed the
Became
same
Better
Leaders
Community

Source: 2010 LIFE Leader, Community Surveys
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Aspects of LIFE in the Region
Data Highlights
Differences of 0.2 or larger are statistically significant.

Figure 4 There was clear agreement between
leaders and community members on the top rated and
the lowest rated aspects of quality of life in the region.
Rating the highest (among both leaders and
community members) were providing effective
education, the availability of recreation and leisure
time opportunities, and providing for the safety of
residents.
In the midrange of the ratings were meeting the
health care needs of residents, the quality of the
natural environment, living together as neighbors,
caring for vulnerable persons and the availability
of arts and cultural opportunities.

While the order of ratings on aspects of quality of life
were similar between leaders and community
members, there were some differences.
Overall, leaders gave higher ratings than
community members in most categories. As noted
on page 8, this may be due to a number of factors.
Community members were statistically
significantly less favorable than leaders on
providing effective education, the availability of
recreation and leisure opportunities, providing for
the safety of residents, meeting health care
needs, and the quality of the natural environment.

Both leaders and community members expressed
lower ratings for how the region is doing at
building a strong economy and meeting the needs
of the poor.

Figure 4

Community Member and Leader Perceptions of
Aspects of Quality of Life in the Region
Providing effective education

3.2

Providing leisure opportunities

3.2

3.5
3.4

3.4
3.2
3.3
3.1

Providing public safety
Meeting health needs

3.2
3.0
3.1
3.0
3.0
2.9

Protecting natural environment
Living together as neighbors
Caring for vulnerable persons

3.0
2.9
2.8
Leaders
2.8
Community
2.8
2.7

Providing arts & cultural…
Meeting needs of poor
Building a strong economy
1.0
Poor

2.0
Fair

3.0
Good

4.0
Excellent

Mean (1=Poor, 4=Excellent)
Source: 2010 LIFE Leader & Community Surveys
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Rating the Region as a Place for Various People
Data Highlights
Differences of 0.2 or larger are statistically significant.

Leaders and community members generally had
similar views on the region as a place for various
types of people to live. The region is viewed very
positively as place to raise a family and for
children and youth. The fact that both leaders and
community members give their highest ratings to
these two items is no surprise as the region has
often been described in these terms. (Figure 5).
Leaders and community members gave moderate
ratings to the region as a place to retire, for
persons with disabilities, and as a place for young
professionals.

Lower scores were seen for the region as a place
for single adults and for people of minority racial,
ethnic, religious or other diverse backgrounds.
Diversity has increased substantially over the past
decade with significant increases in the numbers
of people of color as well as the number of people
with diverse religious beliefs. The region has been
challenged over the past few years to meet the
needs of those with diverse backgrounds.
There were differences in how leaders and
community members saw the region for various
groups of people. Leaders gave significantly
higher ratings than community members as a
place for children and families and as a place to
retire. On the other hand, community members
rated the region higher than leaders as a place for
single adults and for people with diverse
backgrounds.

Figure 5

Community Member and Leader Perceptions of the
Region as a Place for Subgroups of Residents
Place to raise a Family

3.4

Children & Youth

3.2

Retirees

2.7

3.4

3
2.9
2.9

Persons with Disabilities

2.8
2.8

Young Professionals

2.6
2.7

Single Adults
2.4

Persons with Minority
Backgrounds
1
Poor

Community

2.6
2
Fair

Leaders

3
Good

Mean (1=Poor, 4=Excellent)
Source: 2010 LIFE Leader & Community Surveys
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3.7

4
Excellent

Leading Indicators for Excellence
For each of the ten quality of life topic areas, we held sector expert panel discussions in the three participating
metropolitan areas. In each sector expert panel, we asked for input and suggestions about which data might be
strong markers of conditions within that sector. With their input, we have chosen a set of leading indicators for
the region.
A leading indicator is an important data point that can provide measurement of progress related to a community
condition. In some cases, leading indicators refer to a data point that might be predictive, or “leading” in that
sense. In other cases, data chosen as leading indicators are information that is a significant (or leading) markers
of progress (or lack of progress) in a category. Each leading indicator must meet high standards: quality source,
availability, and understandability. The set of leading indicators can be thought of as a dashboard.

Cross-Cutting Leading Indicators
Unemployment Rate
Teen Birth Rate
Higher Educational Attainment of Adult Population
Poverty Rate
Drug and Alcohol Related Hospitalization Rate

LIFE of Arts & Culture

LIFE of Natural Environment

6-12th Grade Participation in the Arts
Employment in arts-related field
Number of Arts and Cultural Organizations

LIFE in Our Community

County Environmental Health Rankings
Percent of Good Air Quality Days
Miles of Impaired Surface Waters

LIFE of Recreation & Leisure

Voter Participation Rates

Miles of Bike & Hiking Trails per 1,000

Ridership on Public Transportation

Park Acreage per 1,000

Income Distribution

Total Estimated Annual Expenditures Made by Visitors

A Healthy LIFE

A Safe LIFE

County Health Outcome Rankings

Violent and Property Crime Rates

Births to Mothers that Obtained Prenatal Care

Alcohol-related Crashes

Psychiatric Hospitalizations per 1,000

Rate of Child Abuse and Neglect Reports
Rate of Reported Domestic Violence Incidents

LIFE at Home

LIFE of Self-Sufficiency

Annual Childcare Costs per Median Family Income

Free and Reduced Lunch Rates of Public Schools

Older Adult Poverty Rate

Percent of Households that are Cost Burdened
Number of FoodShare Recipients

LIFE of Learning

LIFE at Work

Reading Proficiency of 3rd Grade Students

Dollar Value of Building Permits

Attendance Rates of 5th Grade Students

New Business Startups

Math Achievement by 10th Grade Students

Cost of Living Index

Library Circulation
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Cross-Cutting Leading Indicators
Annual Unemployment Rate
12.0%
10.0%

Unemployment Rate

As the study was conducted, certain data began to
emerge as important measures of vital aspects of
the community. Some conditions experienced by
people in the region may impact their quality of life
more broadly. For example, unemployment may
impact poverty levels, needs for various services,
mental health, ability to meet health care needs, or
a child’s performance in school. These data we call
"cross-cutting indicators" connect to numerous
quality-of-life aspects of the community. If the
community could "bend the curve" on these items,
the quality of life for many members of the
community would experience positive impact.

8.0%
6.0%

2007

4.0%

2009

2008
2010

2.0%

0.0%
Region

Wisconsin

U.S.

Source: Wisconsin Worknet

In 2010, the average annual unemployment rate in the
region (7.4%) was lower than the rates in Wisconsin
(8.3%) and the U.S. (9.6%).

Individual Poverty Rate

Regional Teen Birth Rate

10.0%

Births per 1,000 teens

% individuals in poverty

12.0%

8.0%
6.0%
4.0%
2.0%
0.0%

2005-2007
2007-2009

Region

Wisconsin

U.S.

6.4%
6.1%

7.1%
7.4%

9.8%
9.9%

Region
Wisconsin
U.S.

Source: U.S. Census, ACS

The region has much lower rates of poverty than Wisconsin
or the U.S. and shows a lower poverty rate in recent years,
while poverty rates elsewhere increased. (Rates presented
here are three year of estimates).

Alcohol-Drug Related
Hospitalization Rate

50.0
45.0
40.0
35.0
30.0
25.0
20.0
15.0
10.0
5.0
0.0

40.0%

3.00

35.0%
Percent of Adults

Rate per 1,000 population

2009

27.4
31.3
41.5

26.1
29.6
39.1

Percent of Adults with Higher
Education Attainment

2.50
2.00
1.50

30.0%
25.0%
20.0%
15.0%
10.0%

2005

2007

2009

5.0%

2.75
2.99

2.84
2.88

2.92

0.0%

Source: WI Department of Health Services

There is little data on substance abuse. In 2009, the region
experienced 2.92 hospitalizations for every 1,000 residents
for drug- or alcohol-related reasons, up from 2.75 in 2005.
In 2009, this meant 543 hospitalizations occurred in the
four county area compared to 444 in 2005.

Assoc.
Bach.

Region

Wisconsin

U.S.

9.7%
25.1%

8.8%
25.6%

7.5%
27.8%

Source: U.S. Census, ACS

Almost 35% of adults in the region have either an
Associate’s or a Bachelor’s degree, compared to 34% of
adults in Wisconsin and 35% in the U.S.
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2008

26.9
32.4
42.5

In 2009, the region averaged 26 teen births per 1,000
teens compared to almost 30 in Wisconsin and 39 in the
U.S. While the trend declined in 2009, between 2006 and
2008 the region experienced a growing rate of teen births.

3.50

Region
Wisconsin

2007

25.2
31.1
42.0

Source: WI Department of Health Services

4.00

1.00

2006

LIFE of Arts & Culture
Figure 1
Average Art, Music Courses Taken
Per Student (Grades 6-12)
Courses per student

0.70

Leading Indicators
6-12th grade participation in the arts. According to the
Wisconsin Department of Public Instruction, the average
number music courses taken per student in the region rose
between 2005-2006 and 2009-2010. Both art and music
participation by youth in the region remained below the
Wisconsin average (Figure 1).

0.60
0.50
0.40
0.30
0.20
0.10
0.00

2005-06

2009-10

2005-06

Region
Art
Music

0.47
0.51

2009-10

Wisconsin
0.50
0.50

0.57
0.57

0.57
0.57

Source: WI Department of Public Instruction

Figure 2
Percent of Workforce Employed in
Art-Related Field
Percent of workforce

Data Highlights

Employment in arts-related field. The percent of the regional
workforce employed in an arts-related field increased from
1.2% of the workforce to 2.2% between 2008 and 2010, while
Wisconsin’s and the nation’s proportion of arts-related
employment remained steady (Figure 2).
Number of arts and cultural organizations. In 2008, the
region had 173 nonprofit organizations providing arts, culture,
and humanities activities and services (National Center for
Charitable Statistics). In 2011, the number had declined to 165
such organizations operating in the region.

2.5%
2.0%

Other Results

1.5%
1.0%

0.5%
0.0%
2008
2009
2010

Region

Wisconsin

U.S.

1.2%
2.3%
2.2%

1.3%
1.3%
1.3%

1.3%
1.3%
1.4%

Source: U.S. Bureau of Labor Statistics

Figure 3
Rate Your Area on the Availability of
Art and Cultural Opportunities
100%
90%
80%
70%
60%
50%
40%
30%
20%
10%
0%

45% 43%
32%
27%

26%
21%
3% 4%
Poor

Fair
Leaders

Good

Excellent

Community

Source: 2010 LIFE Leader, Community Surveys

On the leader and community surveys, while still rated
positively overall, the category of arts and cultural
opportunities was one of the lower rated (from poor to
excellent) among the ten quality of life categories we
addressed. Seventy-six percent of leaders and 70% of
community members rated their communities good or
excellent on the availability of arts and cultural
opportunities (Figure 3).
There were interesting differences between community
members representing different age groups. Eighty-five
percent of adults age 75 or over rated arts and cultural
opportunities good or excellent, compared to 58% of those
aged 25-34 and only 17% of 35 to 44 year olds.
Seventy-five percent of community members with higher
education scored arts and cultural opportunities good or
excellent versus 49% of those with high school degrees.
Seventy-two percent of those with white racial
backgrounds rated the availability of arts and cultural
opportunities good or excellent compared to 55% of nonwhite community members.
While all three metropolitan areas have outstanding arts
and cultural opportunities and some positive new
developments, experts in arts and culture in all three areas
noted the challenges of financial sustainability for arts and
cultural organizations, especially smaller organizations.
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LIFE in Our Community
Figure 1

Data Highlights

Regional Lowest and Highest Mean
Household Income Quintiles

Voter participation rates. The area saw a 62% voter turnout
in the November 2010 Wisconsin gubernatorial election,
compared to 50% of voters who turned out statewide
(Wisconsin Government Accountability Board).
Ridership on public transportation. In all LIFE study
communities combined, between 2008 and 2010, total
ridership on fixed routes declined 18% and ridership on
paratransit services decreased 18% (East Central Wisconsin
Regional Planning Commission; Brown County Planning &
Land Services Department).
Income distribution. In the region, the highest income
quintile out-earned the lowest quintile 10.2 to one in 20052007, rising to 10.5 to 1 in 2007-2009. This compares to 11.6
to 1 in Wisconsin and 15.0 to 1 in the U.S. (U.S. Census,
ACS) (Figure 1).

Other Results
Eight-five percent of leaders and 79% community
members rated their area good or excellent at living
together as neighbors.
Younger adults (ages 18 to 24) gave the area lower
ratings (61%) for living together as neighbors compared to
older members (ages 65 and up, 87%).
In the region, 54% of leaders and 63% of community
members rated their area good or excellent as a place for
single adults (Figure 2).
Eighty-two percent of persons with white racial
backgrounds were much more likely than non-whites
(56%) to give positive ratings for living together as
neighbors.
When asked to rate the quality of life in the area for people
with minority backgrounds, 43% of leaders responded
good or excellent while 58% of community members did.
All three metropolitan areas are becoming more diverse in
terms of racial and ethnic composition, income distribution,
and age. All three areas vary in the responses to this
growing diversity, and progress can be seen in all
communities. However, the communities across the region
face a common issue of how to become more inclusive
and cohesive as a place where people live together as
neighbors with respect and open minds that embrace and
value differences.
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Leading Indicators
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Figure 2
Community and Leader Perceptions
of A Place for Single Adults
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Figure 3
Community and Leader Perceptions of
Quality of Life for Non-white Persons
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A Healthy LIFE
Figure 1

Data Highlights

Percent of Births to Mothers That
Obtained Prenatal Care (1st Trim.)

County health outcome rankings. According to the
Wisconsin Population Health Institute ranking on health
outcomes, the region has fared well, but the rankings are
slipping. During the past 5 years, all four counties have ranked
in the top half of 72 counties. In 2005, the average rank of the
four counties was 17, declining to an average of 21 in 2010.
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Figure 2
Rate Your Area on Meeting the
Health Needs of Residents
100%
90%
80%
70%
60%
50%
40%
30%
20%
10%
0%

Leading Indicators

Births to mothers that obtained prenatal care. In 2006,
86.4% of births were to mothers that had obtained first
trimester prenatal care. This rate declined to 82.5% in 2009,
dropping below the state average (Figure 1).
Psychiatric-related hospitalization rate. The psychiatric
hospitalization rate in the region increased in the past four
years from 6.1 to 6.5 per 1,000 population; at the same time,
the rates have stayed about the same or decreased at the
state level.

Other Results
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Source: 2010 LIFE Leader, Community Surveys

Leaders and community members ranked meeting health
needs of residents high among quality of life items. Eightyseven percent of leaders and 82% of community members
rated their communities as good or excellent in this
respect (Figure 2).
Eighty-seven percent of those age 75 years and up rated
health care good or excellent compared to 74% of persons
between the ages of 18 and 24. Eighty-six percent of
those with graduate or professional degrees rated health
care good or excellent versus 72% of those with no high
school degree. Eighty-three percent of those with white
racial backgrounds gave good or excellent ratings
compared with 71% of non-white individuals.
While Wisconsin experiences health insurance
coverage rates that exceed the national average,
in all three metropolitan areas, access to a variety
of health-related services were concerns of expert
sector panelists. Specifically for persons insured
by BadgerCare Plus or for those without health
insurance, access to medical care, mental health
treatment (including treatment for addictions) and
dental care were challenges throughout the region.
While all communities offer free or subsidized
services for these needs, the number of persons
that have lost their jobs (and with them, health
care coverage) has grown. Having BadgerCare
Plus insurance did not ensure that the individual
could obtain the needed care.
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LIFE at Home
Figure 1

Data Highlights

Poverty Rate for Individuals Age 65+

Leading Indicators

12.0%

Older adult poverty rate. Between 2005 and 2007, the
regional poverty rate for individuals age 65 and over was
7.4%, up from 6.6% in 2005-2007, still well below that of the
state and the nation as a whole (Figure 1).

10.0%

Percent in poverty

Annual childcare costs per median family income. A family
in the region pays between 9% and 11% of its annual
household income for infant care or care for 3-5 year old
children (Child Care Resources & Referral, Inc.; Family &
Childcare Resources of N.E.W.).
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Other Results
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Source: U.S. Census, ACS

The highest rated aspect of life in the region was as a
place to raise a family: 98% of leaders and 90% of
community members gave a rating of good or excellent to
the area as a place to raise a family (Figure 2).
There were differences among racial/ethnic groups in the
region: 93% of those with white racial backgrounds and
78% persons of minority status gave good and excellent
ratings for the region as a place to raise a family.
The region was rated highly as a place for children and
youth: 93% of leaders and 87% of community members
rated the area good or excellent.
Seventy-nine percent of leaders and 76% of community
members rated the area good or excellent on caring for
vulnerable persons (Figure 3). Persons in educational
leadership positions gave significantly lower ratings than
other leaders in how well the area cares for vulnerable
persons (only 66% scored it good or excellent).
In all three metropolitan areas, experts on the sector panel
on home noted that a strength of their community was the
good work and collaboration taking place by nonprofit and
local government organizations on behalf of vulnerable
persons, especially for persons with disabilities, older
adults, and children.
In all three metropolitan areas, experts on the sector panel
were very concerned about the ability of the area to care
for its vulnerable persons, whether due to budget cuts to
programs for older adults and those with disabilities, there
is also concern about the ability of middle income families
to pay the high costs of child care.
In all three metropolitan areas, concerns were raised
about meeting the needs of all youth: substance abuse,
poor mental health, and preparation for successful
adulthood and careers (especially for those who might
choose not to attend college) could be improved.

Figure 2
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Place to Raise a Family
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Figure 3
Rate Your Area on Caring for
Vulnerable Persons
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Wisconsin

LIFE of Learning
Figure 1

Data Highlights
Leading Indicators
Reading proficiency of third grade students. The
percentage of 3rd grade students in the region reading at
proficient or advanced levels has decreased over the past 5
years, but remains slightly higher than the state of Wisconsin
as a whole (Figure 1).
Attendance rates of 5th grade students. The attendance
rate of fifth grade students in the region was 96% in 20092010 compared to 95% in Wisconsin. Since the 2007-2008
school year, the regional and statewide rates have declined
slightly.
Math achievement by 10th grade students. In 2010, the
math proficiency rate of tenth grade students in the region
increased to 80% while in Wisconsin, rates have slowly
declined and hover around 75% (Figure 2).

Figure 2

Library circulation. Between 2005 and 2009, the number of
library transactions (or circulation) made per person in the
region rose from 11.0 to 12.2, consistently higher than the perperson transaction rate in Wisconsin, which rose to 11.5 in
2009.

Other Results
Ninety-four percent of leaders and 90% of community
members scored their communities good or excellent in
providing effective education, the highest rating among the
ten topic areas of the LIFE study (Figure 3). Leaders from
all settings scored education quality similarly.
Eighty-nine percent of community members with white
racial backgrounds rated education as good or excellent
compared to 76% of non-white members.

Figure 3
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Source: 2010 LIFE Leader, Community Surveys

In all three LIFE Study metropolitan areas, higher
education options were praised by the expert sector
panels. In all three areas, technical colleges and
universities are viewed positively and are collaborating
with a variety of stakeholders to meet community needs
(including other educational institutions, K-12 schools, and
businesses).
Expert sector panelists in all metropolitan areas were
concerned about alignment between K-12 education and
job-readiness for students, especially for those who did
not plan to attend college. Students not seeking college
degrees are more likely to remain in the area and form a
vital part of the workforce; they must be better prepared.
Experts commented that more paths must be created for
students to enter careers aside from attending four-year
colleges.
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LIFE in the Natural Environment
Figure 1

Data Highlights

Perceptions of Quality of the
Natural Environment

Leading Indicators
Percent of good air quality days. Over the span of 2006 to
2008, the percentage of days where good air quality was
measured in the region remained consistently at 84% (U.S.
Environmental Protection Agency).
Miles of impaired surface waters. Collectively, the fourcounty region had 537 miles and 108 locations with impaired
surface waters in 2011, for a rate of .84 miles per 1,000
persons. Historical data are not available; this rate will be
monitored in the future. The “Impaired Waters List” compiled
by the Wisconsin Department of Natural Resources identifies
surface waters (lakes, rivers, and streams) that are not
meeting their intended usage (swimming, fishing) due to
pollution (Wisconsin Department of Natural Resources).
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County environmental health rankings. According to the
Wisconsin Population Health Institute, in terms of
environmental factors that relate to one’s health, the counties
in the region ranked between 34 and 60 out of the 72 counties
in Wisconsin. The average ranking of the four counties
declined from 39th in 2006 to 49th in 2011.

Other Results
Eighty-five percent of leaders and 81% of community
members rated their communities good or excellent on
the quality of the natural environment (Figure 1).
In most community focus groups and expert panels
held throughout the area, when asked to describe the
assets or positive features of their communities,
participants named the water and opportunities to
enjoy nature that were available in the area. In all three
metropolitan areas, recent progress has been made on
waterfront development to create more opportunities to
enjoy the water.
Expert sector panels on the environment were concerned
by the challenges to environmental planning posed by
policy changes in state government. As a result,
communities are, at times, taking reactionary approaches
on issues related to the environment.
On leader and community surveys in all three metropolitan
areas, community members were more concerned than
leaders about their community’s efforts to address
emerging environmental concerns.
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56%

LIFE of Recreation & Leisure
Figure 1

Data Highlights

Dollars Spent by Tourists in the
Fox River Region

Leading Indicators
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Miles of bike and hiking trails per population. The regional
population totals in the four county area is 632,583 with 761
miles of trails for a rate of 1.2 miles per 1,000 people.
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Park acreage per 1,000. The region contains 10,406 acres of
parks, for a rate of 16.5 acres per 1,000 people

$1,100
$1,050
$1,000

$950

2007

2008

$1,126,902

$1,171,167

2009

2010

$1,041,436 $1,054,922

Source: WI Department of Tourism

Other Results

Figure 2
Rate Your Area on the Availability of
Recreation & Leisure Opportunities
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Ninety percent of leaders rated their communities good or
excellent on the availability of recreation and leisure time
opportunities; 80% of community members agreed
(Figure 2).
Ratings of recreation and leisure opportunities were higher
for community members of older age groups: 91% of
those 75 years and older rated the area good or excellent
compared to 73% of persons age 18 to 24.

51%
40% 41%

1% 2%

Total estimated annual expenditures by visitors. Tourist
expenditures increased significantly from 2007 to 2008, but
then declined to just over $1.0 billion in 2009 and 2010 as the
recession hit. (Figure 1).

Excellent
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Source: 2010 LIFE Leader, Community Surveys

In our focus groups, community members and leaders
across the region often cited the need for more connected
bicycle and pedestrian trails which could be used to
commute or reach needed destinations. In most areas,
plans are underway to improve the safety of and increase
use of new and existing trails.
Eighty-two percent of those with white racial backgrounds
rated the availability of recreation and leisure time
opportunities as good or excellent compared to 63% of
minority adults.
All metropolitan areas excelled in the provision of outdoor
recreational opportunities, community gatherings, and
artistic events. In all three metro areas, experts in
recreation and leisure noted concerns about the extent
that the community continued to invest in the infrastructure
that would support high rates of tourism and continued
quality of facilities.
In all three metropolitan areas, water resources were
identified as major assets of the community. However, in
all three expert panels on the environment, experts
expressed concern about the preservation of these highly
valued resources.
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A Safe LIFE
Figure 1

Data Highlights
Leading Indicators
Violent and property crime rates. Rates of violent and
property crime in 2009 were lower in the region than in the
state or the nation and had declined since 2007 (Figure 1).
Alcohol-related crashes. According to the Wisconsin
Department of Transportation, motor vehicle crashes related
to use of alcohol in the region decreased from 842 in 2006 to
702 in 2009, despite a growing population.
Rate of child abuse and neglect reports. The region shows
an increasing rate of child abuse and neglect reports. In 2009,
the region had 33 reports of abuse or neglect per 1,000
population compared to Wisconsin’s rate of 29 (Figure 2).
Rate of reported domestic violence incidents. Domestic
violence rose from 4.9 incidents per 1,000 persons in 2007 to
5.1 in 2009 (Figure 3). While some counties in the region
showed declining rates, one showed a sharp increase. A
statewide rate was not available.

Figure 2
Rate of Child Abuse and Neglect
Reports per 1,000 Population

Other Results
The safety of the community is one of the highest rated
aspects of quality of life in the region. Ninety-six percent of
leaders gave a rating of good or excellent on safety; 87%
of community members agreed (Figure 4).
Eighty-two percent of those with less than a high school
diploma and 93% with a graduate or professional degree
rated the area good or excellent on providing for the safety
of residents.
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LIFE of Self-Sufficiency
Figure 1

Data Highlights
Leading Indicators
Free and Reduced lunch rates of area public schools. The
percentage of students eligible for the Free and Reduced
Lunch program has steadily increased over the past two years
and most recent data shows that the regional rate is now 3%
higher in the state as a whole (Figure 1).

Figure 2

Percent of households that are cost burdened. Standard
industry guidelines suggest that a household should not pay
more than 30% of its income on housing costs, and
households that pay more than 30% are described as “cost
burdened.” In the region, 41% of renters and 30% of
homeowners (with mortgage) were cost burdened (U.S.
Census, ACS, 2007-09). While the regional rate is lower than
that of Wisconsin overall and of the U.S., it represents a
significant increase since 2005-2007. The proportion of
homeowners facing cost burdens has more than doubled
since 2005-2007 Census estimates, while a consistent rate of
two in five renter households have had cost burdens over the
past several years (Figure 2).
Number of FoodShare recipients. According to the
Department of Health Services, the number of FoodShare
recipients in the region has increased over the past four years
from just under 30,000 to almost 60,000.

Other Results
“Meeting the needs of the poor” was the second lowestrated of the ten categories considered by community
members and leaders. On a scale of one (Poor) to four
(Excellent), both leaders and community members scored
the area 2.8, or just below Good.
Sixty-eight percent of white leaders and
40% of non-white leaders rated the area good
or excellent at meeting the needs of the poor.
White and non-white community members
saw the area similarly at meeting the needs of
the poor: 68% of white and 64% of non-white
community members rated the area good or
excellent.
There were no significant differences
among community members with different levels
of education on whether they believe that their
area did a good or excellent job at meeting the
needs of the poor.
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LIFE at Work
Figure 1

Data Highlights

Dollar Value of Building Permits

Leading Indicators

Cost of Living Index. The American Chamber of Commerce
Research Association samples products in local markets to
arrive at a cost of living index. In 2010, Brown County’s overall
cost of living was 93% of the U.S. average (down from 97% in
2008) and in the Fox Valley, it was 95% of the U.S. average
(up from 92% in 2008). A specific rate for Oshkosh was not
calculated, although several nearby Winnebago County
communities were included and are likely to be representative.
New business startups. In the four counties included in the
region, a combined 1,920 new businesses were started in
2010 (InfoUSA.com). This data will form the baseline for future
tracking.

Other Results
As a place for young professionals, 68% of leaders and
64% of community members gave a rating of good or
excellent (Figure 2). Leaders from different fields of work
rated the area differently as a place for young
professionals: 77% of health care leaders, 67% of
government leaders, and 65% of business leaders rated
the area good or excellent for young professionals.
Leaders and community members scored building a
strong economy the lowest among all categories of quality
of life: 71% of leaders and 62% of community members
gave a rating of good or excellent (Figure 3). Community
members in older age categories, those with white racial
backgrounds, and those whose highest educational
attainment was high school were more likely to rate the
area good or excellent in building a strong economy. It is
important to note that these data were all collected in the
midst of the recent economic downturn.
Experts panelists in all three metropolitan areas
discussed certain concerns about preparation of the
workforce. They concurred that the region is not attracting
enough young professionals and could develop a stronger
focus on developing opportunities that young
professionals seek related to quality of life. Second,
panelists noted that a segment of young people
graduating high school (many of whom did not plan to
pursue a higher educational degree) seemed to lack
preparation for successful entry into a career or selfsufficient adulthood due to lack of planning for a career,
poor work skills, poor social skills, or substance use.
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Dollar value of building permits. Not surprisingly, with the
recession, the dollar value of commercial building permits has
fallen over the past two years. At the same time, the dollar
amount of residential building permits rose in the past year
from $148 million to $208 million (Figure 1).
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Oshkosh Planning Department

Figure 2
Rate Your Area as a Place for
Young Professionals
100%
90%
80%
70%
60%
50%
40%
30%
20%
10%
0%

53%

47%

28% 31%
15% 18%
4% 5%

Poor

Fair
Leaders

Good

Excellent

Community

Source: 2010 LIFE Leader, Community Surveys

Figure 3
Rate Your Area on
Building a Strong Economy
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2008

Commercial $325,074,307
Residential $206,550,762
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