
Presentation from Patrick Barkey

1. Has the Montana economy healed?

2. What are the biggest issues today in the economy?
a. immediate issues
b. medium/long run issues

3. What are the best strategies/actions to address those issues?  (And 
which are the worst?)



Source:  Montana Dept. of Labor and Industry



Wages and Employment, Montana, 2018Q1 – 2020Q4
Seasonally Adjusted Index, 2017Q1 = 100
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BBER has addressed the two of the biggest issues in 
the Montana economy in recent years
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Wage Growth Tilted Towards Startup Positions
Federal Reserve Bank of Atlanta U.S. Wage Tracker, Percent
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What Companies Can Do

• Pay people more. This is already happening.  Does it grow the total workforce?
• Search more broadly.  Relax requirements.  Look at non-traditional workers.  

Look outside local area, especially if remote work is feasible.
• Invest more in training.  Hiring less qualified workers requires more training to 

bring them up to acceptable skill levels, even if there is a risk they will leave and 
take work elsewhere.

• Reconfigure job roles.  Find ways to make existing staff more productive to cover 
needed functions with existing workers.

• Recruit future workers.  Connect with middle school-aged people to raise 
awareness of career opportunities.

• Automation and outsourcing.
• Turning down work.



What Policymakers Can Do
(But maybe not if they want to get re-elected)

• Boost retirement age.  Social Security and Medicare need this change 
eventually anyway.

• Increase female labor force participation.  More flexibility and a big 
expansion in child care availability is needed.

• Fix immigration policy.  Has always been a U.S. strength.
• Raise teenage participation.  Compatible with college prep?
• Re-think drug testing policies.  This is quietly happening already.
• Reconsider occupation licensing requirements.  These make it harder 

for two-earner couples to migrate to job opportunities.
• Explore employment of incarcerated population.  



All Transactions Housing Price Index, Montana
Percent Growth, Annualized Rate, Not Seasonally Adjusted
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Housing Price Growth, Percent, 2019-2020



What’s the Solution?

It Depends on What You 
Think is the Problem



The Market is the Problem

• “Hot” housing markets have high in-migration and high demand
• Land use policies and regulation reflect the “proper” pricing of 

the spillover effects of new housing
• Solution is to subsidize those who have difficulty paying
• Housing programs vs. poverty programs



The Problem is Regulation and Policy

• Local regulation constricts housing supply, pushing prices up 
beyond construction costs plus profit

• Federal policies inflate demand for larger, more expensive 
homes

• No single rule or regulation is the culprit
• Solution is rollback or override of local regulatory power – from 

the state?



Montana’s Economic Challenges

• Workforce shortages and housing costs are symptoms of the same 
issue – a supply-constrained economy with too much stimulus

• Other difficult issues remain:
• Low wages
• Aging/outmigration from rural areas/east
• Rural poverty
• Pension underfunding
• Limited government capacity (including MUS)



What Approaches Will Work Best?

• Good motives vs. good outcomes
• Subsidizing demand in a supply-constrained economy
• In housing and workforce, expanding supply is the key
• Solutions to problems may require a lot of “selling” to Montanans  

(e.g., urbanization, more density, more government)
• Best use of one-time monies is to finance transitions, not new 

programs
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