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March 8, 2020 

For the first time ever Michigan is a low-prosperity state with a strong 
domestic auto industry. The recovery from the Great Recession has 
produced lots of jobs. Which is good news indeed. But far too many 
Michigan households are experiencing declining or stagnant incomes. 

Since the turn of the century––no matter who was in control in 
Lansing and Washington––more and more Michigan households 
are struggling to make ends meet. Facing the cost of basic necessities 
rising faster than wages and benefits. 

Michigan’s per capita income––in a strong economy with an even 
stronger domestic auto industry––is 11 percent below the national 
average. In 2000–– the last time Michigan had a strong economy and 
domestic auto industry–– Michigan’s per capita income was one percent 
below. Maybe most concerning is that the portion of per capita income 
that comes from wages and employer-paid benefits is now 14 percent 
below the national average. In 2000 it was one percent above. 

The Michigan Association of United Ways found in 2017, 43 percent of 
Michigan households were unable to pay for housing, child care, food, 
transportation, health care, a cell phone and taxes. They call these 
households ALICE (Asset Limited, Income Constrained, Employed). 

What the ALICE data make clear is that this is an all Michigan 
problem. There are no counties in the state with less than 30 percent 
ALICE households. Not only is ALICE geographically diverse, it also 
is prevalent across age, race and ethnicity. 

Lizabeth Ardisana 
ASG Renaissance 

Sandy K. Baruah 
Detroit Regional Chamber 

Mindy Bradish-Orta 
Jackson Anchor Initiative 

Melanca Clark 
Hudson-Webber Foundation 

David O. Egner 
Ralph C. Wilson, Jr. Foundation 

Marty Fittante 
InvestUP 

Lou Glazer 
Michigan Future Inc. 

Anika Goss 
Detroit Future City 

Paul Hillegonds 
Michigan Future Inc. 

Hassan Jaber 
ACCESS 

James Jacobs 
President Emeritus 
Macomb Community College 

Nick A. Khouri 
Michigan Future Inc. 

Birgit Klohs 
The Right Place, Inc. 

Andy LaBarre 
Ann Arbor/Ypsilanti Regional Chamber 

Tony Lentych 
Traverse City Housing Commission 

Pamela Lewis 
New Economy Initiative for Southeast Michigan 

Matt McCauley 
Networks Northwest 

David Meador 
DTE Energy 

Nancy Moody 
DTE Energy 

Faye Alexander Nelson 
W.K. Kellogg Foundation 

Jennifer Owens 
Lakeshore Advantage 

Ned Staebler 
TechTown Detroit 

Robert L. Trezise, Jr. 
LEAP, Inc. 



2 

The ALICE data also make clear that the problem is structural. We are 
not going to grow our way out of far too many Michigan households 
unable to pay for the basics. A low unemployment rate will not drive 
wages, benefits and hours worked up enough to substantially dent the 
proportion of ALICE households. The proportion of Michigan 
households unable to pay for basic necessities. 

We believe a primary goal of state economic policy should be 
rising household income for all Michiganders. Rising household 
income for all is different from the most often-used measure for 
economic success, low unemployment. It is being a place with a broad 
middle class where wages and benefits allows one to pay the bills, save 
for retirement and the kids’ education and pass on a better opportunity 
to the next generation. 

We believe that this is the prime economic challenge of our 
times: having an economy that provides enough household-
supporting jobs––not any job––so that all working Michigan 
households can raise a family and pass on a better opportunity to 
their children. To accomplish that we need state and regional 
economic development; community development and housing; 
and workforce development policies and programs that lead to 
an economy that both grows and benefits all. As a first step we 
recommend that reducing the ALICE rate statewide, in every 
county in Michigan and for every subgroup, become the 
universal measure of success in meeting the goal of an 
economy that as it grows, benefits all. 
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