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Abstract 
A statistical and spatial analysis of social and economic data was conducted in order to detennine if Wisconsin 
and other parts of the Upper Midwest presented themselves as a separate and unique region of the country. 
Eighteen social and economic variables were selected from the Census Bureau. Wisconsin and its neighbor 
Minnesota paired together separately from their neighbors of Michigan, Illinois, Iowa, and North and South 
Dakota. Wisconsin was found to have more in common with Minnesota and the New England States than 
Michigan and Illinois. This finding gives credence to the notion that Wisconsin remains a slightly less industrial 
state than other states of the Midwest and that it is one of the country's more unique states. 

Introduction 
The division of the Untied States into 

sensible and logical regions and the proper regional 
place of Wisconsin remains a challenging pursuit to 
anyone who teaches or has a research interest in 
Wisconsin and North America. Geographers hold 
that a combination of human and physical features 
such as language, ethnicity, economic activity, 
climate, soils, flora, fauna, and geomorphology lead 
to distinctive regions. Questions such as: What is 
the South? What is the Great Plains? and What is 
the Midwest? have been the subject of much debate. 
Various authors of regional textbooks have tackled 
these questions (Table I). Of equal importance to 
the debate is the discussion of what states or parts 
of states belong in various regions such as the 
Midwest and Wisconsin's relationship with the 
Midwest. The Midwest is a well known region and 
the state of Wisconsin has been recognized as part 
of it (Hart 1972, Zelinsky 1973). Previous research 
has placed Wisconsin in a vernacular Midwestern 
region (Brownell 1960, Shortridge 1989). In 
addition, Wisconsin's internal regional differences 
have been recognized. Zelinsky (1980) placed 
Southern Wisconsin in a Midwest region and 
Northern Wisconsin in a North region. Within the 
Midwest there also exists a sub-region caUed the 
l pper d\ est, the Upper Great Lakes or Upper 

1kes tates which includes Wisconsin and other 
states of the Great Lakes which share similar 
settlement patterns (Hart 1984). 

The first American settlers to Wisconsin 
and the Great Lakes States came from a colonial 
cultural hearth ofNew England and Upstate New 
York. Elazar (1994) postulated that the three 
cultural hearths on the East Coast led to the creation 
of three broad political culture regions: New 
England Moralistic, Middle States Individualistic, 

and Southern Traditionalistic. Wisconsin belongs to 
a Northern belt of moralistic states from New 
England to the Pacific Northwest. Politically, the 
Upper Midwest aligns itself with a larger 
Northeastern political region which in recent 
presidential elections supported Democrats (Heppen 
2003; Shelley et al. 1996). In economic tenns, a 
core-periphery approach to the regional geography 
of the U.S. based on three broad regions is 
common. Historically, the core region of the United 
States was the Northeast from New England to the 
Western Great Lakes with a periphery in the South 
and West providing the raw materials and 
foodstuffs for the industrial Northeast (Agnew 
1987; Bensel 1984). The Upper Midwest has been 
considered less industrial since large portions of it 
remain on the outer edges of the industrial core. 
Southeastern Wisconsin from Green Bay down the 
Fox Valley to Milwaukee, Racine, Janesville, 
Kenosha, and west to Madison is part of the 
manufacturing core. The Western regions of 
Wisconsin can be considered on the margins of that 
core (Knox et al. 2003: 156). 

The purpose of this research was to 
discover what type of Upper Midwestern (Upper 
Great Lakes) or Midwestern region manifested 
itself when social and economic indicators or 
variables at the state level were subjected to factor 
analysis and to detennine where Wisconsin aligned 
itself. Is Wisconsin Midwestern or Upper 
Midwestern? Is it part of the North American 
Manufacturing Belt or part of a more rural and less 
industrial Midwest or Upper Midwest? Given the 
urban-industrial dominance of the more popu'lous 
Southeastern portion of Wisconsin, it was expected 
that the state as a whole would be part of a 
Midwestern region in some combination with its 
industria} neighbors of Wino is and Michigan. 
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Table 1. V . Re~ional T- ----- -- ----- --- - --o_~----- - ------------- - ftheU------ - -----

McKni£;ht Birdsa1l2 et al Getis2 et al Zelinskv 1973 Garreau 1981 
2004 1999 2001 -

Atlantic 
Megalopolis Megalopolis New England New England

Northeast I 

N. America's 
I French Canada Manufacturing Rustic Northeast Midland Quebec 

Core 

Megalopolis 
Canada's 

I South South I The FoundryNational Core 
Appalachians 

,
I 

andOzarks 
Bypassed East Tropical Florida Middle West Dixie 

Appalachia and Midwest I 
Inland South 

Ozarks Heartland 
West Islands 

Southeastern 
Changing South Country South 

Texas 
Breadbasket

Coast (Uncertain) 

Southern Prairie Grain 
Peninsular 

I 
Heartland Florida MexAmerica

Coastlines Belt 
(Uncertain) 

Great Plains and Agricultural 
Mountains 

Oklahoma 
I Ecotopia

Prairies Core (Uncertain) 
Rocky Great Plains and 

Southwest Empty Quarter
Mountains Prairies 
Intennontane 

Empty Interior Northwest Aberrations
West 

California Southwest 
Coast: So. 

Region Border Area 
California 
Extended 

Hawaiian 
California Hawaii

Islands 
North Pacific North Pacific 

Alaska
Coast Coast 
Boreal Forest Northlands 
Arctic Hawaii 

Note: Table should be read in columns only. These are not across regional comparisons in rows. 

Data and Methods 
Eighteen social and economic variables 

were chosen to represent the social and economic 
characteristics of the continental United States from 
the 2000 U.S. Census and Statistical Abstract at the 
state-level (Table 2). Alaska and Hawaii due to 
their detached nature were not included in the 
analysis. While there are finer levels than the state
levd , the state-level has been used by the Census 
Bureau to regionalize data and has been previously 
used in other studies of the regional and historical 
geography of the United States (Agnew 1987; Earle 
2003). Variables for race were used to measure 
social and racial diversity. Variables related to 
income, energy consumption, education, poverty, 
and infant mortality were used to differentiate states 
based on income and quality of overall life. 

Variables for occupational structure of the labor 
force, union membership, and exports and imports 
served as surrogates for place in the world
economy. States with higher proportions employed 
in primary sectors are generally less industrial and 
more rural. Physical geography was not directly 
incorporated into the analysis even though it 
constituted a component of previous research and 
regional schemes. 

The economic and social variables were 
SUbjected to factor analysis. This grouped the states 
into regions by analyzing matrices ofcorrelation 
among the variables and reduced the number of 
states by constructing new variables, called 
"factors," which absorbed the bulk ofthe variance 
in the data set (see Archer and Taylor 1981; Shelley 
et aJ. 1996). Principal Components Analysis was 

49 



Table 2. Social' and Economic Variables used in the Factor Analysis at the State Level and the District of 
Columbia for the Continental United States. 

Per Capita Income 1999 in proportion to the Nation (National = 100 percent) 
White Population Percentage 2000 
African-American Population Percentage 2000 
Asian Po~ulation Percentage 2000 
Hispanic-Latino Population Percentage 2000 
Percentage of the Population Below the Poverty Level 2000 
Percentage in Management Occupations 2000 
Percentage in Primary Sector Occupations 2000 
Percentage in Secondary Sector Occupations 2000 
Percentage of Persons with Bachelor's Degree or Higher 2000 
Median Household Income 1999 in proportion to the Nation (National = 100 percent) 
Infant Mortality Rate 2000 
Ene~ Consumption Per Person 1999 
State Government Employment per 10,000 people 2001 
Percentage of Workers Covered by Union Membership 1996 
Percentage of Cumulative Origin of Movement ofU. S. Exports of Goods by State by NAICS-
Based Product Manufactured Commodities May 2003 
Percentage of Cumulative Origin of Movement ofU. S. Exports of Goods by State by NAICS-
Based Product Non-Manufactured Commodities May 2003 
Percentage Total of Merchandise Exports from the USA 1996 
Sources: http://www.census.govlPress-Release/statells.htm, http://www.census.gov/statab/www/ranks.html 
http://www.census.gov/foreign-tradelPress-Release/current"'press Jelease/press.html 

used as the extraction method with Varimax 
rotation and Kaiser normalization as suggested by 
Rogerson (2001). In a similar manner, Zelinsky 
(1994) employed factor analysis in studying the 
cultural geography of the U.S. 

Social and Economic Regions of the United 
States 

Five factors were found to account for over 
80 percent ofthe variance in the data set (Table 3). 
Factor analysis reduced 49 units (48 states and 
Washington DC) into five groups sharing similar 
social and economic characteristics. First, states 
were regionalized into five macro-regions based on 
which of the five factors it had the highest loading 
regardless of contiguity (Figure 1, Table 3). The 
five macro-regions were interpreted as: Wealthy
White-Collar States, Global-Manufacturing States, 
Southern States, Land-Sun Resource States, and 
Agriculture-Extraction States. Second, states which 
formed contiguous regions were regionalized into 
separate contiguous micro-regions. Using this 
method, Florida, Maine, and Louisiana for example 
were each considered separate regions in addition to 
being part of one of the five larger regions (Figure 
1). Wisconsin and Minnesota created a two-state 
Upper Great Lakes Region. Michigan, Ohio, 

Indiana, and Illinois, in addition to being part of the 
Global-Manufacturing states formed a Lower Great 
Lakes micro-region since they are contiguous to 
each other and separate from the other Global
Manufacturing States. As Figure 1 demonstrates 
other micro-regions were created as well. 

The first macro-region, the Wealthy-White
Collar States, was based on Factor 1 and created 
separate contiguous micro-regions of New England, 
the mid-Atlantic States, the Upper Midwest 
(Wisconsin and Minnesota), and Nevada. They 
were the wealthiest, most educated and most 
unionized states with more jobs in management 
positions with lower levels of poverty. All these 
factors correlated together, thus creating the 
wealthiest, most white-collar, and most educated 
region of the United States. The New England and 
Upper Great Lakes micro-regions of this macro
region constituted a portion of Elazar' s (1994) 
Moralistic Political Culture. Also included in the 
first macro-region were the Megalopolis states of 
New Jersey, Pennsylvania, Maryland, and 
Delaware. New York (as the core of Megalopolis) 
was not included, even though suburban New 
Jersey and Connecticut belonged to this region. 
Nevada was a geographic outlier of this region 
forming its own state-sized micro-region. With its 
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Weallhy-WhHe-ColIar States 
Global-Manufactlling states 

Lsnd-Sun Resource States 
~ricultU'e-Extractlo S1Btes 

Figure 1. Wisconsin's Regionalization. 

.New England 
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Table 3. Factor Analysis of the Social and Economic Variables 

Factor 1 Factor 2 Factor 3 Factor 4 Factor 5 
Per Capita Income .905 .138 .126 .09 -.232 
White Population -.09 -.310 -.834 -.330 .157 
Black Population .08 .01 .974 -.008 .008 
Asian Population .510 .714 -.007 .179 -.158 
Hispanic Population -.102 .548 -.112 .609 -.414 
Poverty -.673 .143 .529 .275 -037 
Management Jobs .767 -001 .240 .441 -.138 
Primary Industry Jobs -.325 -.242 -.363 .170 .516 
Secondary Industry Jobs -.167 .04 -.04 -.860 -.224 
College Educated .813 -015 .08 .422 -.186 
Household Income .849 .185 -.156 -.02 -.270 
Infant Mortality -.234 -.226 .866 -.147 .078 
Energy Consumption -.395 .04 .102 .01 .798 
State Government Jobs -.298 -.330 -.349 .093 .408 
Union Membership .577 .263 -.102 -.276 -.056 
Manufactured Exports 006 .907 .001 -.071 -.149 
Non-Manufactured Exports -.0001 .848 .141 .082 .325 
Merchandise Exports .173 .918 -.002 -.036 -.174 
Extraction Method: Principal Component Analysis . Rotation Method: Varimax with Kaiser Normalization . 

Pacifk: Coast 

Macro-Reglons 

Southem States 
_ 



dominant tourist and gambling industry, large urban 
population in Las Vegas and higher population 
growth rate, it is quite different from neighboring 
Utah and Idaho as well as the rest of the Interior 
West. Virginia, traditionally a Southern state, 
aligned with this macro-region, since its heavily 
populated Northern region is considered a part of 
Megalopolis. Missouri, in the middle of the 
country, also was a micro-region within the 
Wealthy-White-Collar States. With large urban 
centers in Saint Louis and Kansas City, it is 
different from some of its more rural neighbors. 
Wisconsin and Minnesota clustered together as 
separate entities in the Upper Midwest as Wealthy
White-Collar States. In addition to similar physical 
environments and settlement patterns these two 

states are less industrial than their Great Lakes 

neighbors, and therefore regionalized themselves 

as separate from the more industrial portions of the 

Lower Great Lakes. 


In contrast the Lower Great Lakes were 
part of the larger Global-Manufacturing States - the 
second macro-region. These states loaded highest 
on merchandise exporting and as the origin of 
manufactured and non-manufactured exports, which 
indicated an export-based economy. Michigan, 
Ohio, Illinois and Indiana are part of the North 
American manufacturing belt. New York, an 
industrial state, is one of the country's leading 
ports. The industrial Midwest with the automotive 
industry based in Michigan has strong ties to 
Canada and Mexico since the outsourcing of 
component manufacturing parts has made the 
automotive industry more globally competitive. 
California serves as the nation's leading port with 
Asia. California, Oregon, and Washington 
constituted a Pacific Coast micro-region with ties to 
Asia. Oregon is home to Nike and numerous 
computer technology companies. California is home 
to Silicon Valley and stilt houses a large 
manufacturing base. Washington has a large export
based economy in addition to serving as the home 
base for Microsoft and related computer industry 
companies, and the manufacturing home of Boeing. 
Texas, a micro-region itself, serves as a port for the 
import and export ofcomponent parts and 
manufactured goods with Mexico. Texas with a 

• ~ Latino population and ties to Mexican 
lu tacturing has resources and agriculture quite 
e rent from its immediate neighbors in addition 

(0 its own high tech and space-age industries. The 
Global-Manufacturing States have served as 
magnets for immigrants from Latin America and 
East Asia. These states have higher Asian 

populations and loaded second highest in union 
membership. The grouping of Texas and the West 
Coast with traditional manufacturing states such as 
Michigan, Ohio, and New York showed that the 
North American Manufacturing Belt has expanded 
to the West These states are not as wealthy as the 
Wealthy-White-Collar macro-region, although they 
are wealthier than the third group of states. 

A large group of Southern states and 
Washington DC loaded highest on Factor 3, 
creating the Southern States macro-region. This 
macro-region most closely resembled the more 
typical regional groupings. These states fonned the 
least economically developed macro-region with 
the highest degrees of poverty and infant mortality. 
The history of institutionalized racism and elite 
political and economic control in this region has 
contributed to its peripheral status. Much of the 
economy of the South has been geared toward 
export of raw materials and agricultural products 
and low-wage manufacturing. Historically, this 
region constituted a peripheral region within a core 
country in the world-economy compared to the 
Northeast (Agnew 1987, Bensel 1984). However, 
these states and their low wages have recently 
attracted North American, European, and Asian 
corporations in search of low wage labor 
especialIy in the automotive industry as Gennan 
and Japanese Companies have recently opened 
manufacturing plants in the South. 

The fourth macro-region, Land-Sun 
Resource States, can also be considered a peripheral 
region similar to the South when compared to the 
traditional Northeastern core. The large contiguous 
region of the Rocky Mountains and Southern Plains 
represents a sparsely populated resource and 
agricultural exporting region. An exception for the 
Western States are the presence of three large urban 
areas in the interior (Denver, Phoenix, and Salt 
Lake City) serving as service centers for the 
interior. Surprisingly, Florida loaded highest on 
this factor as well, fonning its own micro-region 
distinct from the Southern States; but unlike Texas 
and California it did not fit in the Global
Manufacturing States macro-region. Land-Sun 
Resource States as a whole have lower levels of 
manufacturing. This region ranked second highest 
on the management and college education variables 
compared to the Wealthy-White-Collar States, 
which reflects of the lower level of manufacturing 
jobs in this region. Higher loadings on energy 
consumption and per capita income indicated a 
more disperse population of people who use more 
energy in driving, cooling, agriculture, and industry 
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which is not unusual for these drier western states. 
Florida consumes more energy due to the necessity 
of air-conditioning in its warm, humid, and 
subtropical climate. Florida has some 
commonalities with Arizona, New Mexico, and 
Colorado as sunbelt states with larger retirement 
and Latino populations. Latino populations 
correlated very highly for this group of states. 
Florida's unique position and incredible 20th 
centul)' population growth and migration patterns 
has thrust it away from its Southern neighbors and 
left it as one ofthe hardest states to categorize or 
regionalize. 

The fifth macro-region, the Agriculture
Extraction States, had the most dispersed grouping 
of micro-regions. A look at the fifth factor showed 
that these states loaded high on primary sector 
employment, energy consumption, and state 
government employment. This region can be 
considered part of the resource-rich-providing 
periphery. These states included the oil and coal 
producing states ofLouisiana, West Virginia, 
Kentucky, Wyoming and Montana; and the farm 
belt states ofIowa, Nebraska and the Dakotas. 
Kentucky, West Virginia, and Louisiana are some 
of the poorest and least developed states in the 
country. Kentucky and West Virginia, with their 
Appalachian characteristics and coal mining 
industries, clustered together as a micro-region. 
Due to its French and Southern heritage, Louisiana 
would not seem to cluster with the Western States 
and Kentucky and West Virginia. But Louisiana is 
heavily influenced by the oil and natural gas 
industries, making it similar to other extractive and 
resource rich states of this macro-region. An 
apparent anomaly of this region was the inclusion 
of the micro-region of Maine. Maine as part of 
Northern New England, is not as industrialized as 
Southern New England. It remains more rural and 
more dependent on forestry, agriculture, and 
tourism for economic activities compared to its 
neighbors. 

A Closer Look at Wisconsin 
Wisconsin and Minnesota clustered 

together as part of the larger Wealthy-White-Collar 
States macro-region with most of the New England 
States. Together they formed the Upper Great Lakes 
micro-region. Given the primary settlement of 
Wisconsin and Minnesota by New Englanders, that 
result was not unexpected. Even though no political 
variables were chosen for this analysis, it appears 
that Elazar's (1994) moralistic political culture 
created a political framework resulting in similar 

economies and societies. In addition, Wisconsin and 
New England do share some commonalities in 
climate, biogeography and soils. A closer look at 
Wisconsin's relationship to the nation and the other 
states of its macro-region is in order. Wisconsin's 
per capita income was at 92 percent of the national 
per capita income, but its household income was at 
104 percent of the nation. While not among the 
wealthiest of states and one of the least wealthiest 
of the Wealthy-White-Collar, Wisconsin's poverty 
rate of 8 percent in 2000 placed it in a tie for second 
lowest among the 49 observations. Wisconsin's 
poverty rate of9 percent placed it in the 25th 

quartile. Eleven ofthe 14 states in its macro-region 
had poverty rates at or below 9 percent. With an 
infant mortality rate of 6.6, it was in the middle of 
the pack and tied for 20th place with Connecticut 
and New Mexico. 

In addition, middle of the pack best 
describes Wisconsin's level of education. 
Approximately 22 percent of its population had a 
college or university degree. The average in this 
study was 24 percent, thus Wisconsin was slightly 
below average in this ranking. Wisconsin's 
education ranking was reflected in its employment 
figures. With 22 percent employed in secondary 
sector occupations in 2000, Wisconsin only trailed 
Michigan and Indiana in that type of employment 
and easily led in this category for its macro-region. 
Wisconsin's employment in management 
occupations was below the mean of 33.3 percent
again on the lower side of the Wealthy-White
Collar states. Wisconsin's primary sector 
employment at 3 percent placed it in the 75 th 

percentile, which was at the high end tied with 
Vermont in the macro-region. In comparison to the 
other states of its macro-region, Wisconsin may not 
have a similar employment profile, but in social and 
racial indicators it matches well. Wisconsin, like the 
rest of the macro-region, was one of the less racially 
diverse states in the country, with the exception of 
its Asian popUlation. 

Wisconsin did not regionalize into a macro
region with its neighbors Michigan and Illinois, 
which have moralistic political culture roots and 
were part of the Global-Manufacturing States 
macro-region. While the Southeastern portion of 
the state is considered part of the North American 
Manufacturing Belt, the overall statewide 
characteristics of Wisconsin took the state in a 
different direction. The Upper Midwest and 
Wisconsin can be categorized as less industriaJ and 
less racially diverse, but better educated and 
wealthier. America's DailyJand is indeed reflective 
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ofa different identity from neighbors to the East, 
South and West. Zelinsky (1980) placed Southern 
Wisconsin in a Midwestern region that included the 
industrial portions ofUlinois, Indiana, Ohio and 
Michigan. Northern Wisconsin was part of a North 
region with Northern Michigan and Northern 
Minnesota. It appears that at the state-level, 
Wisconsin has a regional dichotomy between an 
urban-industrial Southeast and a less industrial 
periphery, that makes it different enough from most 
of its Midwestern neighbors. Also, it is not as 
agricultural as its neighbor Iowa, reflecting the 
influence ofthe Southeastern Wisconsin. Future 
research will need to determine if portions of 
Southeastern Wisconsin, with their manufacturing 
activities, have more in common with neighboring 
industrial states or if the less industrial and more 
agricultural features of Western Wisconsin are its 
defming hallmarks. 
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