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Background
The Milwaukee Health Care Partnership (MHCP) health system and local public health agency partners conduct a 
collaborative Community Health Needs Assessment (CHNA) every three years. In 2024, a CHNA was implemented in 
Milwaukee County to inform hospital systems’ and public health agencies’ strategic planning and community improvement 
initiatives. The assessment results are also used by other community-based organizations and the broader community to 
understand the major health issues Milwaukee is currently facing.

The 2024 Milwaukee County CHNA relies on three sources of information:

•	 Milwaukee County Community Health Survey, an online survey completed by 6,265 Milwaukee County residents;

•	 Key informant interviews and focus groups, with input from 42 interviewees and 11 focus groups; and

•	 Health Compass Milwaukee, a compilation of publicly reported data sources on one website.

Introduction 
A healthy Milwaukee is a place where everyone has a fair and just opportunity to reach their best health and well-being. 
Through surveys, key informant interviews, and focus groups, the community has identified key contributing factors 
driving top health issues, resulting in disproportionate, poor health outcomes. 

The framework below aims to communicate and contextualize the 2024 Milwaukee County CHNA findings, recognizing the 
complexity of health and the interrelated nature of the key health factors, issues, and outcomes.

This profile is intended to complement the full 2024 Milwaukee County CHNA report, highlighting data specific to youth 
and households with children. It seeks to provide insight into the various aspects that influence the health experience and 
outcomes for youth in Milwaukee County. The report utilizes primary and secondary data. The secondary data sources will 
be noted and will include HealthCompassMilwaukee.org, Wisconsin Interactive Statistics of Health, Wisconsin Youth Risk 
Behavior Survey, and the City of Milwaukee. A detailed census breakdown of youth demographics in Milwaukee can be found 
at the end of the report. 

https://healthcompassmilwaukee.org/
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Health Issues
The following table demonstrates responses from the 2024 Milwaukee County CHNA Community Health Survey (2024 
community health survey), an online survey taken by 6,265 Milwaukee County residents in the summer of 2024. It 
provides a comparison of responses for what households with children and other subgroups within Milwaukee rank as their 
top health issues and needs. 

Survey Question: From the following list, what do you think are the three most important health issues/conditions  
in your community?

Survey Question: From the following list, what do you think are the three most important community needs that have to be 
addressed to improve health for everyone in the community?

Overall, more than 70% of survey respondents reported that their child’s quality of life was excellent or very good. 
Survey Question: In general, how would you rate your child’s quality of life (for those with children)?
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The following section will provide primary and secondary data specific to Milwaukee youth and families within the context 
of the five top health issues elevated in the 2024 Milwaukee County CHNA. It is worth noting that these issues are 
interrelated and contribute to each other. 

YOUTH RISK BEHAVIOR SURVEY DATA 

Every two years, schools throughout the country administer a survey to their 9th to 12th grades, called the Youth Risk 
Behavior Survey (YRBS). Responses from the 2023 Milwaukee Public School District will be shared under each category. 
Over 8,000 students from 30 schools participated in this survey.  

VIOLENCE

Violence, both interpersonal and structural, significantly harms the health, safety, and well-being of Milwaukee residents, 
particularly youth. The resulting injury, pain, and trauma negatively impact individuals and communities physically and 
mentally. Exposure to violence increases stress and anxiety, contributing to issues like preterm births and hindering 
healthy behaviors. Violence also leads to premature death, high medical costs, and decreased productivity, perpetuating 
inequities and impacting generations, particularly within communities of color and those in concentrated poverty. 

Almost half of the 2024 community health survey respondents identified violence as one of the three most important 
health issues facing Milwaukee. Gun violence and community violence also ranked as the top health issue amongst 
respondents who have one or more children in the household. In discussing the impact of violence on families, key 
informants reflected on the impacts of violence on the children and youth of Milwaukee, noting the significant exposure 
children and youth have to violence in Milwaukee, both in the home and in the community. According to the Wisconsin 
Department of Children and Families, there were 43 reports of abuse and neglect per 1,000 children in Milwaukee County 
in 2021, which is higher than the state’s average of 29.8 reports per 1,000 children.

Injury due to firearm assaults impacts children in Milwaukee County at greater rates than the state overall. In 2020, there 
were nine annual emergency department visits for assaults with firearms per 100,000 children aged 0-4, compared to 3.7 
in Wisconsin. This rate was 74.3 per 100,000 children aged 5-17 in Milwaukee County and 24.7 in Wisconsin.

Children are also exposed to sex trafficking violence in Milwaukee County. Data from the Wisconsin Department of 
Children and Families shows that in 2021, there were 142 allegations of child sex trafficking, which represented 31.9% of all 
incidents in the state.

YRBS Related Data
Feel Safe at School: Students who most of the time, or always feel safe at school, 2023, Milwaukee Public School District

Data source: Youth Behavior Risk Survey (YRBS)  /  27% of students said that they rarely or never feel safe  
at school. Perceptions of safety are often highest among students with higher status and lower among  
students of color, students with disabilities, and LGBT students.
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Think Violence is a Problem at School: Students who agree or strongly agree that violece is a problem at their school, 2023, 
Milwaukee Public School District

Data source: Youth Behavior Risk Survey (YRBS)  /  A perceived lack of safety can affect school performance  
and school attendance. 21% of students reported missing one or more days of school because of safety  
concerns either at school or en route to school. 

Fights and/or Weapons at School: Students who were in a fight at school and/or threatened with a weapon at school, 2023, 
Milwaukee Public School District

Data source: Youth Behavior Risk Survey (YRBS)  /  28% reported an experience of violence at school within  
the past 12 months: 19% had been in a physical fight at school and 14% had been threatened with a weapon  
on school property.

Students were also asked whether they had carried a weapon on school property in the past 30 days. 4%  
said they had done so one or more times in the past 30 days.
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Bullying is a Problem: Students who agree or strongly agree that bullying is a problem at their school, 2023, Milwaukee 
Public School District

Data source: Youth Behavior Risk Survey (YRBS)

MENTAL HEALTH

Mental health is directly linked to physical health outcomes and is impacted by various factors, including genetic 
predisposition, family and community contexts, and systemic influences. Almost half of the 2024 community health 
survey respondents with children identified mental health as one of the top three health issues facing Milwaukee. 

Key informants emphasized the lasting mental health impact that isolation and lack of socialization during the COVID-19 
pandemic have had on children and youth in Milwaukee County. They also elevated how exposure to community violence 
and poverty is negatively impacting this population, increasing their experiences of ACEs and driving higher anxiety and 
depression rates.

In Milwaukee County, the suicide and self-injury emergency department visit rate for children ages 5-17 from 2019 to 
2023 was 265.6 per 100,000 residents, the highest rate for any age group in the county. 

Exposure to lead also contributes to neurological, mental health, and behavioral challenges for children. From 2018 to 
2021, 6.3% of children under age six tested for lead in Milwaukee County had a blood lead level of about five mcg/dL, 
indicating they have higher blood lead levels than other children, putting them at risk for negative consequences from 
exposure.

Self-Reported Anxiety: Students who had experienced significant problems with anxiety (past 12 months),  
2023, Milwaukee Public School District

Data source: Youth Behavior Risk Survey (YRBS)



7Milwaukee County CHNA 2024 Milwaukee County Youth Profile

Self-Reported Depression: Students who experienced prolonged, disruptive sadness (past  12 months),  
2023, Milwaukee Public School District

Data source: Youth Behavior Risk Survey (YRBS)

Emotional Support: Students who most of the time or always get emotional help when needed,  
2023, Milwaukee Public School District

Data source: Youth Behavior Risk Survey (YRBS)

SUBSTANCE USE

Substance use encompasses the consumption of substances that alter physical or mental states, including legal 
substances like alcohol and tobacco, illegal drugs, and even misused prescription medications. This use exists on 
a spectrum, from simple use to misuse, abuse, dependence, and ultimately, addiction, a chronic disease marked by 
compulsive use despite negative consequences. There is no legal use permitted for minors at any point on this spectrum, 
yet it is a significant problem amongst youth and families in Milwaukee. 

Over 20% of 2024 community health survey respondents with at least one child in the home reported that drug use and 
abuse was a major health issue. More than 20% of these same survey respondents also reported that alcohol use and 
abuse was a major health concern. 
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As seen from the figures below, drug and alcohol use increase with age, where over 20% of 12th graders report using 
marijuana and alcohol. Vaping is the exception, where use rates are steady from 9th to 12th grade, suggesting that youth 
are exposed and begin vaping earlier than with other substances. While 21% of all students report having one drink in the 
last 30 days, the binge drinking rate of 8% is one-third of the rate of the general adult population. Interestingly, there are 
gender gaps in substance use among youth. Overall, females report higher use rates in all substance categories, especially 
marijuana use and vaping.  

Current Marijuana Use: Students who have used marijuana in the past 30 days,  
2023, Milwaukee Public School District

Data source: Youth Behavior Risk Survey (YRBS)

Any Legal Drug Misuse: Students who misused over-the-counter and/or prescription pain medicines,  
2023, Milwaukee Public School District

Data source: Youth Behavior Risk Survey (YRBS)
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Current Use of Alcohol: Students who had at least one drink (past 30 days),  
2023, Milwaukee Public School District

Data source: Youth Behavior Risk Survey (YRBS)

Binge Drinking: Students who binge drank in the past 30 days,   
2023, Milwaukee Public School District

Data source: Youth Behavior Risk Survey (YRBS)
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Currently Vape: Students who used vaping products (past 30 days),  
2023, Milwaukee Public School District

Data source: Youth Behavior Risk Survey (YRBS)

Use of Any Other Tobacco Products: Students who have used cigarettes, chew, cigars, or cigarillos in the past 30 days,  
2023, Milwaukee Public School District

Data source: Youth Behavior Risk Survey (YRBS)
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Quitting: Percent of vapers or other tobacco users who tried to quit (past 12 months),  
2023, Milwaukee Public School District

Data source: Youth Behavior Risk Survey (YRBS)

CHRONIC DISEASE

Chronic diseases are long-lasting health conditions that cannot be cured but can often be managed. They tend to develop 
slowly and may worsen over time. Unlike acute illnesses, which come on suddenly and are often resolved quickly, chronic 
diseases persist for a year or more and may require ongoing medical attention or limit daily activities. Common examples 
include cardiovascular diseases, cancers, chronic respiratory diseases, diabetes, arthritis, and mental health conditions. 
Chronic diseases are a major cause of death and disability worldwide. They can significantly impact a person’s quality of 
life, leading to pain, fatigue, and other symptoms that make it difficult to carry out daily tasks.

Although the overarching leading cause of death in Milwaukee is heart disease, only about 15% of 2024 community health 
survey respondents with at least one child in the home responded that chronic diseases are a major health issue. 

Nearly 30% of survey respondents named nutrition and eating habits as a concern for children (under 18) in their home. 
This was the number one ranked concern. 

Approximately 24% of survey respondents named physical activity and exercise as a concern for children in their home. 
This ranked second. 

16% of survey respondents said that children in their home experienced chronic diseases (allergies, asthma, diabetes).
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MATERNAL AND CHILD HEALTH

Maternal and child health (MCH) encompasses the health of women during pregnancy, childbirth, and the postpartum 
period, as well as the health and well-being of children from infancy through adolescence. 

It is a multidisciplinary field that addresses the physical, mental, and social aspects of health for both mothers and their 
children.  

MCH is crucial for the overall health and well-being of families and communities. Healthy mothers are more likely to have 
healthy pregnancies and deliver healthy babies. Children who receive proper care and nutrition in their early years are more 
likely to thrive and reach their full potential.

Maternal mortality
Many women, particularly in low-income communities, still die from preventable complications during pregnancy and 
childbirth.  In Wisconsin, the Black/African American community experiences more pregnancy-associated deaths from all 
causes. 

Pregnancy-Associated Overdose and Non-Overdose Deaths, Wisconsin, 2016-2019

Data source: Wisconsin Maternal Mortality Review: Pregnancy-associated overdose deaths (2016-2019) Released July 2019
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INFANT MORTALITY

The death of infants before their first birthday remains a significant problem in Milwaukee.  Milwaukee County has higher 
rates of infant mortality as compared to the State of Wisconsin and the U.S. Black/African American people in Milwaukee 
experience significantly higher rates than any other race or ethnicity. 

Infant Mortality, Milwaukee County and Comparison, 2020-2022

Created on Health Compas Milwaukee | healthcompassmilwaukee.org | Data sources: Wisconsin Department of Health Services (WISH (Wisconsin data only)), National Vital Statistics System-Natality (NVSS-N) 
(CDC WOnder; counties and states, excluding Wisconsin)

Infant mortality: Rate of postnatal deaths (in the first year of life). Stratification by race/ethnicity are of the mother.

Infant Mortality Rate per 1,000 Births, Milwaukee County, 2023

Data source: Wisconsin Dept. of Health Services, Division of Public Health, Office of Health Informatics. Wisconsin Interactive Statistics on Health (WISH) data query system, https://www.dhs.wisconsin.gov/wish/
index.htm, Infant Mortality Module, accessed 3/7/2025.
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Nutrition
Malnutrition in children can lead to stunted growth, developmental delays, and increased risk of illness.  

A total of 9% of 2024 community health survey respondents with at least one child in the home reported that in the last 12 
months, their child/children ate less than they felt they should because there wasn’t enough money for food.

In addition, over 20% of respondents with at least one child in the home reported in the last 12 months that they ate less 
than they felt they should have because there wasn’t enough money for food. 

22.1: Survey Question:  In the last 12 months, did you ever eat less than you felt you should because there wasn’t enough 
money for food?

Breakfast Daily: Students who ate breakfast every day (past 7 days),  
2023, Milwaukee Public School District

Data source: Youth Behavior Risk Survey (YRBS)

While the chart above shows the percentage of students who ate breakfast every day, 62% of students 
ate breakfast less than half the time (0-3 days in the past week). While missing breakfast may only be 
a choice for some students, lack of food is likely an issue for at least some of these students.

Food Insecurity: Students who experienced hunger due to lack of food at home (past 30 days),  
2023, Milwaukee Public School District

Data source: Youth Behavior Risk Survey (YRBS)

The chart above includes students who answered that they were hungry rarely, sometimes, most of 
the time, or always; it excludes students who answered “never.” In terms of students who regularly 
experience hunger at home, 4% of students said that they went hungry “most of the time” or “always.”
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Access to Care
Access to health care is fundamental to maternal and child health. Consistent prenatal care allows for early identification 
and management of potential complications, promoting healthier pregnancies and births. Skilled birth attendants 
and appropriate facilities are crucial for safe childbirth, reducing risks for both mother and newborn. Postpartum care 
addresses maternal recovery and provides essential support, while newborn care, including vaccinations and screenings, 
ensures a healthy start to life. Regular checkups and vaccinations for children promote healthy development and prevent 
illness. For adolescents, health care access addresses their unique needs, including reproductive health and mental health. 
Conversely, limited access increases risks of maternal and infant mortality, childhood illnesses, malnutrition, and poorer 
overall health outcomes.

A total of 11% of 2024 community health survey respondents with at least one child in the home reported there was a 
time when their children needed medical care or other health services but did not get the services they needed.  Of those 
respondents, about a third responded they also were not able to get the mental health and dental care services needed. 

Oral health is a crucial component of children’s overall health and well-being. In Wisconsin, oral health concerns are 
prevalent among children with notable statistics that highlight the need for increased access and awareness. One in five 
Wisconsin kindergarteners have untreated tooth decay, a largely preventable chronic disease in the U.S. This problem 
persists as children age with one in four third graders also experiencing untreated tooth decay that requires treatment. 
Poor oral health impacts school attendance and academic performance as children with poor oral health are three times 
more likely to miss school due to dental pain. These factors underline the importance of adequate access to dental care to 
support the overall health needs of children.

Community Health Survey Data, 2024: Respondents with at least one child who reported there was a time when their  
children needed medical care or other health services but did not get the services they needed.
Survey Question: Which of the following services were the children in your home not able to get in the past 12 months  
when they needed them?
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Over 30% of respondents stated the main reason their children did not get the medical/health care services they needed in 
the past 12 months was too long of a wait to be seen. Almost 20% of respondents reported that the cost was too expensive 
or they couldn’t pay. 

Community Health Survey Data, 2024: Respondents with at least one child who reported there was a time when their  
children needed medical care or other health services but did not get the services they needed.
Survey Question: Select the top reason(s) that children in your home did not get the medical/health care services that  
they needed in the past 12 months

Environmental
Lead exposure, even at low levels, presents a serious health risk, particularly for children. It can cause a range of 
developmental problems by damaging the brain and nervous system, resulting in learning disabilities, behavioral issues, 
and decreased IQ. Lead exposure also interferes with growth and development, potentially leading to delayed puberty and 
reduced stature. Furthermore, it can damage the auditory system, causing hearing loss and speech problems. Beyond 
these issues, lead can also negatively impact other organs, including the kidneys and bones.

Between 2020 and 2023, 5% of Milwaukee County children under six years old have tested with blood lead levels of 
>=5mcg/dL. The state average for the same period was 3%.

Percent of Children with Lead Poisoning (BLL ≥5mcg/dL), Aged Birth to <6 years,  
Milwaukee County and Wisconsin, 2013-2016 to 2020-2023

Data source: Environmental Public Health Data Tracker Wisconsin Environmental Public Health Tracking Program

https://www.dhs.wisconsin.gov/epht/lead.htm
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Health Outcomes
The life course perspective looks at youth as a stage of life shaped by what happened before, what is happening now, and 
what is expected to happen in the future. It considers how social, historical, environmental, and economic factors, along 
with individual choices and experiences, influence a young person’s development and opportunities.

Health and health outcomes are particularly affected during critical or sensitive periods. The preconception, pregnancy, 
and early childhood life stages are critical periods with life-long impacts on health. The broader community environment 
also strongly affects the capacity to be healthy.  Environment is broadly defined to include not only physical factors such as 
safe housing, availability of nutritious foods, and a medical home with coordinated services, but also social and economic 
factors such as racism and the poverty status of families and communities. 

The interplay of risk and protective factors influences health. Exposure to protective and risk factors throughout the life 
course has a significant impact on health if they occur during critical or sensitive periods and within certain contexts of the 
broader community environment.  Differential exposures to risk and protective factors contribute to disparities in health 
outcomes.

25.1: “The Life Course Perspective”

Lu MC, Halton, N. Racial and ethnic disparities in birth outcomes: a life-course perspective. Maternal Child Health J. 2003;7:13-30.



18Milwaukee County CHNA 2024 Milwaukee County Youth Profile

Demographic Data (Census)

Households with Children Under 18, Milwaukee County, 2013 and 2023

Data source: American Community Survey (ACS)

School Enrollment  of Children 3-17 years, Milwaukee County, 2013 and 2023

Data source: American Community Survey (ACS)

Economic Factors, Milwaukee County, 2013 and 2023

Data source: American Community Survey (ACS)

Housing, Milwaukee County, 2013 and 2023

Data source: American Community Survey (ACS)
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2024 Milwaukee County  
CHNA Community Health Survey Background
The 2024 Milwaukee County CHNA Community Health Survey is an online survey taken by 6,265 Milwaukee County 
residents in the summer of 2024. The survey data were collected online (via visiting a link or scanning a QR code) and 
from paper surveys. Completing the survey was voluntary, and participants were entered into a pool to win prizes as an 
incentive. This is a convenience sample of respondents collected via advertisements promoting the survey through various 
media channels. Targeted advertising at events also contributed to a diverse sample within the survey.

Of the 6,265 Milwaukee County residents who completed the survey, 1,635 respondents had at least one child in their 
home. 

Respondents with at least one child in their home represent these zip codes:

Map of Milwaukee County
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2024 CHNA Focus Group and Key Informant Input
Below is the qualitative summary of the issues raised in relation to children, youth, and families by the focus group 
participants and key informant interviews. This information is also included in the 2024 Milwaukee County CHNA 
Qualitative Report.

CHILDREN, YOUTH, AND FAMILIES

Health Issues and Barriers
Informants who spoke about the health needs of children, youth, and families focused on several topics for this population. 
These included: increased mental health challenges and treatment needs, negative stigma around mental health, and 
access to behavioral health providers. Many mentioned that the mental health needs of youth post-COVID have increased, 
social isolation continues to have a negative impact on many, and that provider options do not match the needs of diverse 
youth in the county. 

In addition, informants discussed how systemic housing and food insecurity also directly impact children, youth, and families 
on an everyday basis, particularly as many children obtain most of their meals from school breakfast and lunch programs and 
may not have access to nutritious food at other times of day, week, or year when school is not offering this resource. 

Housing stock and environmental health greatly impact children because of lead and other household contaminant 
exposure that lead to increased rates of childhood asthma and lead poisoning, directly impacting the physical and 
cognitive development of vulnerable children in Milwaukee. 

Access to health care, dental care in particular, was discussed among some informants as well, as the link between dental 
health and chronic illnesses and infection is recognized. There is also a contingent of youth who are over the age eligibility 
requirements for many health and social service benefits, who may lose coverage or access to necessary care and support. 

Finally, informants recognized that community trauma and ACEs (Adverse Childhood Experiences) in the form of violence 
can have a significant impact on the development of Milwaukee children and youth. The main discussion was around street 
violence (reckless driving), gun violence, and the trauma and culture of insecurity that can result from those repeated 
exposures.

Barriers include a lack of coordinated prevention and intervention programming, inadequate funding to existing youth 
resources in the community, persistent stigma around mental health, social isolation after COVID-19, policies that limit 
access to health insurance benefits, language barriers, distrust in some community services and systems, such as law 
enforcement, overmarketing/convenience of fast food/unhealthy food options versus nutritious choices, and lack of after-
school opportunities to engage youth and help develop employability skills.

Needed Strategies:
•	 More mental health providers in ZIP codes of need for youth

•	 School-based health and mental health services, including dental clinics

•	 More coordination and collaboration among youth-serving organizations

•	 Environmental health strategies to mitigate lead exposure in homes

•	 Improved health of existing/new affordable housing stock

•	 Trauma-informed care, trauma prevention and intervention programming

•	 Gun violence prevention programming

•	 Improved access to quality education

•	 Increased work with parent coordinators/utilizing that as a resource to connect with youth and families

https://healthcompassmilwaukee.org/insights/pz17mqqu
https://healthcompassmilwaukee.org/insights/pz17mqqu

