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Introduction & Background 

The Montana Community Action Network (MCAN) carried out the first uniform statewide 

community needs assessment for Montana to learn about community needs across our 56 

counties.  As recipients of the Community Service Block Grant, administered and 

distributed through the State of Montana’s Department of Public Health and Human 

Services (DPHHS), each regional Community Action Agency must complete a 

comprehensive Community Needs Assessment every three-years to meet federal 

requirements associated with the block grant. This was the first time the survey was in 

unison and simultaneous across our ten agencies. The goal of the survey was to 

standardize the assessments of our community action agencies and generate data 

captured at the same time, with uniformity of questions for stronger, more useful data. The 

results will help us learn more about the needs of residents in the areas we serve and 

inform our approaches as community action agencies going forward. JG Research assisted 

MCAN to develop, distribute, and analyze the survey and focus groups.  

Survey Respondents  

With over 3,625 valid survey responses across the state and over half of respondents being 

general community members, the results provide a strong representation of the needs and 

concerns of Montanans. The spread of ages, housing status, and income gave us a cross 

section of our citizens. Some key statistics of respondents are as follows: 7.7% were 

veterans, 66% were working in some capacity, 19.3% were retired, and 9.3% were 

unemployed. More than half owned their home, with 31% renting. 

Key Takeaways 

The highest ranking community needs are centered on daily living: availability of safe 

and affordable housing, availability of jobs that pay enough to live on, and the availability 

of affordable childcare. Financial needs that ranked highest: general financial issues, help 

with transportation or car repair, help with energy bills, money 

management/savings/budgeting.  
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Housing: In the survey, 52.9% of respondents identified affordable housing as the most 

important housing need. This echoes research around housing, which shows that 

Montana’s market is one of the least affordable in the nation (Hooks 2024).  The Montana 

Budget and Policy Center reported in April 2025 that 46.6% of renter households are 

spending more than 30% of income on housing. (Godbey 2025) 

 

“There is a lack of available housing, and from what is available, none of it is affordable - even on 2 
full time incomes.” 
 
“There are services available for low income housing and reduced rent, but the waitlists are long.” 
 
“We need more affordable housing for lower middle class. I pay a lot for rent at market rate because 
I make just a little too much to qualify for low income units.” 
 

 

Employment: In the survey, 14.4% of respondents answered “strong no” and 20.8% “no” 

when asked if there are good job opportunities in their community, while 32% were neutral. 

Only 16.4% responded “yes” and 13.4% “strong yes.” This suggests that although jobs are 

available, many residents question their quality or doubt that they provide sustainable 

employment. As of April 2025, Montana led the nation in hire rates at 5.3 percent, with 

28,000 hires (Bureau of Labor Statistics, 2025). Yet, the high cost of living remains a 

significant challenge. Together, the survey responses and labor data highlight a paradox in 

Montana’s job market: industries report hiring needs and job availability, but wages have 

not kept pace with rapidly rising living costs. 

 

“While we have a lot of jobs, people don't meet the qualifications.  Having more training available 
would help. Housing prices and food prices are ridiculous!” 
 
“There just are not enough jobs that pay a living wage here. {We need} more apprenticeship 
programs for young people who cannot afford college.” 
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Childcare: Survey respondents noted access to childcare and specifically finding affordable 

childcare as a top issue throughout the survey.….Research shows that childcare is limited 

across the state, meeting only about 50% of demand. (Burg 2024) 

 

“When what you earn gets put immediately back into childcare its difficult to make ends meet, 
especially as a single parent.” 
 
“More childcare, after school programs, food, family friendly community events” 
 
“Daycare is desperately needed and the support from the state to encourage and enroll additional 
registered daycare centers.” 
 

 

Quality of Life Scale 

JG Research created a quality of life scale based on the following questions that had a 95% 

confidence interval. The 14.78% mean shows that respondents have a neutral or slightly 

below neutral view of quality of life in their community. 

  

Question 

Is your community a good place to raise children? 

Are there good job opportunities in your community? 

Is your community a safe place to live? 

Are there support networks for people and families? 

Are you happy with the quality of life in your community? 
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Participants could answer 1 - No to 5 - Yes to these questions. To calculate each respondents’ 

quality of life, the score across all the questions was summed. A high score indicates a higher 

reported quality of life and a 5 is the lowest quality of life. Putting them all on a scale of 5 - 25 

 

Community Needs 

Ranked Community Needs 

Table 3.4: Participants were asked to rank their top five needs. The participants top needs was 
scored a five and their lowest need was scored a one. The score is calculated by summing 
together the scores for a given need.  The 'No. of Rankings' column shows the total number of 
participants who included that need in their top five. 

Community Need Score No. of​
Rankings 

Availability of safe and affordable housing 7,684 2,050 

Availability of jobs that pay enough to live on 6,504 1,905 

Access to affordable childcare 4,474 1,397 

Access to mental health services 3,478 1,256 

Access to substance use disorder services 3,453 984 

Access to healthcare 3,298 1,124 

Help for people who are unhoused 2,426 879 

Planning for growth and development (like water resources, 

etc.) 

1,968 725 

Access to early childhood education 1,925 651 
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Crime and/or public safety 1,836 678 

Needs of older adults or seniors 1,690 686 

Needs or services for youth 1,672 675 

Lack of affordable food or hunger 1,211 540 

Availability or cost of transportation 1,112 460 

Access to reliable and fast internet 1,013 424 

Cultural awareness 614 252 
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