
The Flathead Economy: Where we’re 

at and suggestions for a way forward

Brad Eldredge PhD

Ben Unterreiner



Presentation Outline

 Conclusions first

 Environmental Scan ïHow prosperous are 

we?

 SWOT Analysis

 Suggested steps
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Prosperity Measures (Isserman et al. 2009)

 Each prosperity measureôs definition is based 

the long form of the decennial census of 2000

-Unemployment Rate

-Poverty Rate

-High School Dropout Rate

-Affordable Housing



Unemployment Rate



Poverty Rate
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High School Dropout Rate

Number of 16-19 year olds without a degree and not enrolled in school divided by the total number of 16-19 year olds
Source: U.S. Census Bureau, American Community Survey, 2006-2008
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Percent of Households in Unaffordable 

Housing

22.0%
23.1% 23.2%

25.2%
26.2%

27.0%

29.4%
30.4%

31.2%
31.9%

34.1%

0.0%

5.0%

10.0%

15.0%

20.0%

25.0%

30.0%

35.0%

40.0%

Silver Bow Yellowstone Cascade Montana Lewis & 
Clark

Lake Missoula USA Flathead Gallatin Ravalli

Percentage of households spending 30% or more of their household income on housing
Source: U.S. Census Bureau, American Community Survey, 2006-2008



Prosperous Rural Counties focus on Education

 Education is often described as a key 

industry of a post-industrial new economy.

 Females aged twenty-five to thirty-four tend 

to have higher attainment than males.

 In prosperous counties, the male-female age 

gap is smaller.



Percent of 25-34 year olds who are HS 

Graduates by Gender
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Herfindahl Index and Economic Diversity

 It has a maximum value of one when all 

employment is in one industry.

 Lower values indicate a more diverse 

economy

 Prosperous rural counties have more diverse 

economies



Herfindahl Index, 2008
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Regional Integration vs. Self Sufficiency

 Only 20% of the jobs in the prosperous 

counties are filled by nonresidents.

 Prosperous Counties depend less on 

neighboring counties for jobs or workers.



Percent of Jobs filled by Non-Residents

13.7

15.4

17.3

19.4
20.6 21.2 21.4

26.4 26.7

35.7

0

5

10

15

20

25

30

35

40

Flathead Yellowstone Ravalli Cascade Gallatin Lake Silver Bow Missoula Lincoln Lewis and 
Clark

Source: Bureau of Labor Statistics/U.S. Census Bureau On-the-map program, 2008



Current basic industries: a four legged stool

 Wood products manufacturing: LQ = 9.91

 Construction LQ = 1.99

 Applied Materials/Semitool

 Tourism and recreation



Flathead County Employment Change: 

2008Q3-2009Q3
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Flathead County Total Wages Paid: 

2008Q3-2009Q3
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Quality of Life

 Median Travel Time to work: 15-19 minutes

 Violent Crime: 1 per every 75.9 residents

 Days of poor air quality in 2008: 0

 Median Home Price dropped from $250,000 
in 2007 to $200,000 in 2009.
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Demographics, USA, MT, and Flathead County
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Flathead County Strengths

 Natural amenities

 Quality of life

 Broadband access and internet connectivity

 Tax climate

 FVCC



Tax Climate

 Property taxes ïMedian Flathead County 

homeowner pays 0.73% of value of their 

home (national average is 0.96%)

 Montana ranked 6th best in the Tax 

Foundationôs state business climate tax index 

in FY2010



Advanced Degrees offered on FVCC Campus



Flathead County Weaknesses

 High unemployment rate ïa waste of human 

resources and drain on social services

 Decline of wood products manufacturing

 Educational attainment

 Geographical Isolation
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Isolation and Prosperity

 No clear relationship is evident between 

primary or hub airports and prosperity

 The greater the distance to a city of 50,000+, 

the less likely the county will be prosperous



Flathead County Opportunities

 Weak U.S. Dollar

 Newly affordable housing

 Increasingly footloose nature of many 

industries

 Government dollars (stimulus, tourism 

business improvement dollars, incumbent 

worker training dollars)



Five Year Chart: USD/CAD





Flathead County Threats

 Workforce skills mismatches

 Lack of labor mobility

 Potential population decreases

 Aging workforce



Change in Share of Total Employment, 2005Q3-

2009Q3
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Suggested Strategies: Nonresident Travel

 Market ñthe Flatheadò to nonresidents, 

especially Canadians

 Redouble efforts to improve productivity of 

existing small tourism focused businesses

 Provide support/training to encourage 

entrepreneurship

 ñPreserve the viewsò

 How do we get visitors to extend their stay?



Nonresident Visitor results and expectations

Source: 2010 Outlook Report, Institute for Travel and Tourism Research, University of Montana



Example: Skagway Alaska

 http://www.skagway.com/

http://www.skagway.com/


Suggested Strategies: Regional Trade 

Center

 Do a ñleakage studyò of retail & service 

industries

 Focus business recruitment efforts on areas 

where leakage is found

 Have a bias for growth

 Nonresident travel should help efforts to grow 

as a regional trade center



High Performing Basic Industries: Regional 

Service Center

 Business support services

 Waste treatment and disposal

 Quick Printing

 Other services related to advertising

 Private mail centers

 Offices of mental health practitioners 

 Offices of chiropractors

 Other electronic equipment repair

 Automotive body and interior repair

 Automotive oil change and lubrication shops

 Reupholstery and furniture repair



High Performing Basic Industries: Regional 

Trade Center

 Sporting goods and musical instrument stores

 Other health and personal care stores

- Food, health, and supplement stores

- All other health and personal care stores

 Home furnishing stores

-Window treatment stores

-All other home furnishing stores

 Construction equipment merchant wholesalers

 Fuel dealers

- Liquefied petroleum gas, bottled gas, dealers

 Sewing, needlework, and piece goods stores

 Recreational vehicle dealers

 Tire dealers

 Computer and software stores

 Camera and photographic supply stores

 Book stores and news dealers



Suggested Strategies: Recruiting & Retaining the 

“Creative Class”

 Recruit successful former residents (i.e. come 
home Montana

 Encourage conventions and continuing 
education for knowledge workers/industries

- Convention Center

- Coordination of efforts: How do we do this?

 Leverage natural amenities with enhanced 
cultural, & recreational amenities

 Maintain quality of life



Quotes on Amenities from Richard Florida

 ñAmenities are a critical piece of the total package required to 

attract technology oriented talent.ò

 ñAmenities will also benefit disadvantaged neighborhoods and 

populations as well as attracting knowledge workers.ò 

 ñA large number of regions are starting from a somewhat laggard 

position in quality-of-placeò (But the Flathead isnôt!!)

 ñThe researchéindicates that amenities are an important 

component of thick labor markets with lots of opportunities.ò

 ñJobs alone cannot compensate for a perceived deficit in quality-

of-place.ò



What Amenities do Knowledge Workers 

Want?

 Large numbers of visibly active young people

 Easy access to a wide range of outdoor activities

 A vibrant music and performance scene with a wide range of live 
music opportunities

 A wide range of nightlife experiences, including many options 
without alcohol

 A clean, healthy environment with a commitment to preserving 
natural resources for enjoyment and recreation

 A lifestyle that is youth friendly and supportive of diversity



Civic Engagement (Isserman et al. 2009)

 National and County level data on civic 

engagement indicate a link to prosperity

 Flathead County LQ for Membership 

associations and organizations is 1.64

 Civic organizations can provide amenities 

important in attracting knowledge workers



Knowledge based industries to consider targeting

Å Machinery Manufacturing

Å Environmental Consulting

Å Insurance Related Activities

Å Surveying and Mapping Services

Å Small Arms Manufacturing

Å Medical Tourism
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