
Opening Doors

Fortunately, policymakers across the country are taking notice — and action. 

Between July 2024 and June 2025, state legislatures passed a record 124 pro-housing bills, according to the 
Mercatus Center at George Mason University. There are also a number of bills in the Wisconsin legislature aimed 
at lowering costs and expediting processes. 

Home prices in Wisconsin have increased by 53.3% in the past five years, while the median household income 
grew by only 19.7%.* As the gap between housing costs and incomes continues to grow, stable housing is 
becoming increasingly difficult to achieve for many young adults.

Through our Youth Transitioning to Adulthood program, Wellpoint Care Network works every day with young 
adults trying to build stable, independent lives. For them, housing isn’t just one challenge among many — it often 
determines whether education, employment, and long-term stability are possible.

To better understand the challenges facing young adults and identify potential solutions, Wellpoint Care Network 
convened more than 60 leaders from the housing, nonprofit, development, and policy sectors, alongside those 
with lived experience.

Five key questions emerged:
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* Source: “Home Prices Outpace Incomes,” Wisconsin Policy Forum, 2024 

Why is Milwaukee 
falling behind 

on housing 
production?

Why are 
housing costs 
rising faster 
than wages? 

Why do young adults 
leaving care face 

such steep housing 
challenges?

 

Why aren’t the 
existing programs 
reaching enough 

people?

  
What would 

stronger 
partnerships 

look like?

“We all know that one organization, one 
level of government certainly cannot do 
everything alone. It requires partnership.”

— MILWAUKEE MAYOR CAVALIER JOHNSON



Why is Milwaukee falling behind on housing production?
Milwaukee trails every major Wisconsin metro area in housing production with some of the 
slowest development approval timelines due to zoning restrictions, community opposition to 
multifamily housing, and financing complexity. The consensus was clear and bipartisan: without 
meaningful regulatory change, production will continue to fall short of demand. 

Why are housing costs rising faster than wages?  
Median rent in Milwaukee exceeds what most of the city’s largest workforce categories can 
afford. Home prices have grown far faster than incomes over the past decade. More than half 
of Milwaukee renters are spending more than they should on housing — and cutting back on 
everything else to do it. 

In a 2024 policy paper titled “Home Prices Outpace Incomes,” the Wisconsin Policy Forum reported: “Our analysis 
shows the median sales price of homes in Wisconsin increased by more than half (53.3%) in just five years, from 
$172,900 in 2017 to $265,000 in 2022. During those years, the state’s median household income increased by only 19.7%.” 

Why do young adults leaving care face such steep housing challenges? 
They enter the housing market with no credit, no rental history, no cosigner, and no family to call. 
Standard screening requirements eliminate them before the search even begins. Most end up 
staying with unsafe people, losing jobs, and making impossible tradeoffs just to keep a roof over 
their heads. Federal programs designed for this population often involve year-long waits, lost 
paperwork, and re-submitting documents.

A survey of Milwaukee youth and young adults receiving 
supportive housing services found respondents “indicated 
a lack of access to assistance programs and limited 
available information on affordable housing programs.” 

An analysis of the survey by Marquette University MBA 
student Abbey Greer, found that 83% of respondents 
noted that “lack of information had a moderate or 
significant impact on their ability to find housing,” and 
50% indicat[ed] “limited access to assistance programs 
as having significant or extreme impacts on their ability 
to secure housing.”

Why aren’t the existing programs reaching enough people?
Wisconsin has tax credits, vouchers, financing programs, supervised independent living, 
and rental assistance. What it lacks is consistent, accessible implementation. Programs are 
underfunded, understaffed, and hard to navigate even for professionals. The ask from both those 
with lived experience and service providers wasn’t more programs — it was for existing ones to 
function as intended.

What would stronger partnerships look like?
One recurring theme during the convening was that there are a lot of organizations doing good 
work, but their efforts are often siloed. Housing, wages, services, and policy aren’t being addressed 
in a cohesive, holistic manner. Until enrollment is coordinated, funding is aligned, and better 
communication is established, those who need help will keep falling through the gaps.

These questions raised are just the beginning. 
In the coming weeks, Wellpoint Care Network will publish a full report with additional findings, 
interviews, and recommendations for Wisconsin policymakers. It will take a deeper look at the 
key issues driving housing instability among Wisconsin’s young adults, featuring community 
insights, interviews, policy recommendations, and strategies for moving forward.
Learn more about this work at wellpointcare.org/housing.

“When I aged out of foster 
care, there were options, but 
they weren’t really given to 
me. I didn’t get to see the 
whole playing field.” 
— FORMER FOSTER CHILD ARMANI WILSON, 19

Five Overarching Issues to Address
As identified by attendees of the Housing Stability for Young Adults event


