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2007 Update - Montana State University Within the Community Context: 

Local employment and housing markets and their impact 

on MSU as a quality employer 

 

EXECUTIVE SUMMARY  
 

CEPAC-Staff Senate has compiled the findings of its 2007 Update for the information of MSU 

employees, the use of local and Montana University System administrators, and for any 

associated or affiliated organizations.  The recommendations are being submitted to President 

Gamble, the Commissioner of Higher Education, and the Board of Regents.   

 

The ñMSU Within the Community Contextò (1/21/07) is available online and is recommended as 

companion reading (http://www.montana.edu/staffsenate/msu-community.pdf). 

 

 

History  
In FY07, CEPAC-Staff Senate made a goal of finding practical solutions to MSUôs 

recruitment and retention problems.  The goal was pursued from two perspectives: (i) MSU as a 

member of the Montana University System (MUS); and (ii) MSU as a member of the Bozeman 

community.  Research was conducted in the Fall of 2006 and reported in ñMSU Within the 

Community Contextò. 

 The resulting report, plus CEPAC-Staff Senateôs collaborative efforts with the MUS Staff 

Associations (MUSSA), have been well received by staff, Shared Governance partners, the 

Office of the Commissioner of Higher Education (OCHE), and the Board of Regents.  CEPAC-

Staff Senateôs original findings were influential in the Boardôs decision to request the formation 

of the OCHE Recruitment and Retention Task Force, whose recommendations were published in 

September, 2007. http://mus.edu/board/meetings/2007/Sept07/Staff_Comp/TaskForceRecruit+RetainReportSept07.pdf 

 In the Fall of 2007, one year after the original òMSU Within the Community Contextò 

research effort, CEPAC-Staff Senate updated those findings, in an effort to remain in touch with 

local employment and housing markets and their current impact on MSU as a quality employer. 

 

 

Research Methods 2007  
CEPAC-Staff Senate used published reports, survey data, newspapers, constituent input, 

participation in community events, and local organization interviews to:  

(i) examine whether circumstances in the Bozeman area, in the last 12 months, have 

significantly impacted MSU in relation to - 

a. other MUS campuses, and 

b. the local community 

(ii)  modify its 2006 recommendations of how, in the context of its latest findings, 

MSU might offer more to the community 

(iii)  describe ways in which MSUôs standing as a quality employer may have changed 

since 2006 

(iv) suggest areas of future focus. 
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Conclusions 
 

Montana State Universityôs (MSU) ability to recruit and retain employees continues to be 

challenged to critical levels.   

 

Housing 

Some rental and real estate sales markets, pertinent to MUS campus cities, have softened; most 

noticeably in the Bozeman area.  Others have strengthened.  Nevertheless, the MSU employee 

can still expect, for example, to pay one-third more in rent than his/her counterpart at the 

University of Montana (the campus faced with the next most expensive rent identified by this 

study) ï and still more than employees elsewhere in the MUS.  

  

Employment 

Unemployment rates have fallen in Gallatin County, and across Montana in general.  Business is 

growing and the impact of a dwindling labor force has been painfully apparent in the areas 

surrounding MSU for at least a year.  Economic and population projections imply insufficient 

numbers of workers to meet future requirements, and employers are increasingly looking for 

more effective ways of engaging potential applicants.  These include holding job fairs; targeting 

population pools; addressing the problem of applicant inexperience by hiring ï and subsequently 

training - candidates with potential for the job.   

  

Local employment markets remain employee-driven; housing and other living costs demand that 

many applicants prioritize take home salary (ñcash in handò) far above a comprehensive 

compensation package (including benefits); and contemporary workers, after meeting basic cost 

of living needs, place increasing emphasis on professional progression, and life/work balance.   

 

Recruitment & Retention at MSU 

One indication of the employment environment in which the University competes can be 

drawn from vacancy postings.  The number of job ads appearing in the Bozeman Daily 

Chronicle remains disproportionate to city population, and to the other local newspapers 

used for this 2007 Update study.  MSU continues to post twice as many on-line vacancy 

listings as any other campus.   

  

Despite generally uncompetitive salaries, existing classified staff have spontaneously 

identified the value of working at MSU and, clearly, the University offers many of the 

priorities expressed by the local labor force.  And yet the perception of MSU among 

potential local job applicants remains tarnished and, sometimes, misconceived. 

 

MSU, like other campuses, benefits from the loyalty of experienced classified staff (55% 

are over the age of 46) but this is offset by a decreasing ability to retain new hires, and the 

reality of increased separations due to retirement. 

 

MUS Steps Towards Improvement 

Through Board of Regents activity, eight-campus involvement, the Office of the Commissioner 

of Higher Educationôs (OCHE) Recruitment and Retention Task Force, CEPAC-Staff Senate 

research, and MUSSA input, the MUS has begun taking steps to become more competitive.  

Dialogue has also opened, considering ways to better promote and enhance those employee 
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career and lifestyle opportunities already in existence, and to pursue other non-salary initiatives 

on all campuses. 

 

MSUôs Area Relations 

 

Community 

MSUôs Administration has a strong, and growing, relationship with business leaders in the 

community.  All local employers face the same dilemma: how to find workers in an environment 

of diminishing work force headcount alongside economic growth.  There is potential for the 

University to expand its economic role.  For instance, by helping attract workers to the area, and 

in providing workforce development. 

 

Montana University System 

CEPAC-Staff Senate, and MUSSA, support the Regentsô recommendation that ñone size does 

not fit allò in the search for a solution to MUS recruitment and retention problems.  Although 

similar issues exist across the eight campuses, they manifest differently in each location and 

should be approached on individual merit.  Student and employee recruitment and retention are 

not mutually exclusive. 

 

Conclusion Summary 

This report set out to consider whether circumstances in the Bozeman area over the last 12 

months have changed significantly in relation to MSUôs standing as 

a. a local employer 

b. a participant in the community 

c. a part of the Montana University System 

 

In summary, CEPAC-Staff Senate concludes that MSUôs current status is essentially unchanged 

from one year ago.  Local administration and shared governance activity, combined with 

System-wide efforts such as the formation of the OCHE Recruitment and Retention Task Force, 

have resulted in definitive steps towards improvement (e.g. interaction with PEPB; moves 

towards pre-budget planning; etc).  In addition, MSU staff members have offered potentially 

feasible suggestions for other steps forward.  Local business leaders are looking to MSU for 

assistance in alleviating their staffing problems.  The MUS has acknowledged that its recruitment 

and retention problems, while existing commonly across the System, may require resolution in 

ways unique to each campusôs specific issues.  CEPAC-Staff Senate commends all of these 

efforts and offers support, in any way appropriate, as progress continues. 

 

 

Recommendations 
 

Progress on 2006 Recommendations 

Over the last year most emphasis has been placed on working at the System level to improve 

employer competitiveness generally.     

 

MSUôs Business Process Review has recommended a variety of streamlined procedures, on a 

schedule for creation and implementation.   
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CEPAC-Staff Senate is pursuing working environment and staff morale recommendations, as 

well as ways to maximize existing advantages.  Many are included in the recommendations 

below. 

 

Recommendations for 2007 

CEPAC-Staff Senate and MUSSA strongly support OCHE and Board of Regentsô recent efforts 

to progress the recommendations of the Recruitment and Retention Task Force, and other related 

initiatives.  In particular, CEPAC Staff-Senate sees pre-budget planning, assessing individual 

campus needs, and on-going discussion with the legislative Post-secondary Education Policy and 

Budget (PEPB) committee, in conjunction with the pursuit of non-salary recommendations of the 

Task Force, as essential. 

 

The over-riding impression received by CEPAC-Staff Senate representatives in researching this 

2007 Update is the need to market MSU as an employer of choice.  MSU must know its 

ñaudienceò, in terms of potential applicants (as well as the employees it strives to retain) and 

appeal to their preferences.  The Universityôs on-line presence should offer enhanced, user-

friendly access to MSUôs mission and culture, as well as on-line employment application 

processes (the latter, we know, are being developed).  MSU cannot afford to ignore the 

perception of the University that exists within the local labor pool, and CEPAC-Staff Senate 

strongly urges the inception of job fairs, and targeting potential applicant groups, such that 

interpersonal contact might convey a truer image of the campus working experience. 

 

The time is ripe for MSU to consider hiring candidates with the potential to grow into a job.  

Provision of appropriate training for this, as well as for career development for existing 

employees, is essential; as is utilization of feasible staff suggestions for improving employee 

experiences. 

 

Further, the University should explore ways to expand the number of workers locally, in addition 

to better supporting external workforce development offerings, perhaps as identified in 

collaboration with community employers. 
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2007 Update - Montana State University Within the Community Context: 

Local employment and housing markets and their impact 

on MSU as a quality employer 

 

Montana State Universityôs (MSU) ability to recruit and retain employees continues to be 

challenged to critical levels.   

 

History  
In FY07, CEPAC-Staff Senate made a goal of finding practical solutions to MSUôs 

recruitment and retention problems.  The goal was pursued from two perspectives: (i) MSU as a 

member of the Montana University System (MUS); and (ii) MSU as a member of the Bozeman 

community.  Research was conducted in the Fall of 2006 and reported in ñMSU Within the 

Community Contextò. 

 The resulting report, plus CEPAC-Staff Senateôs collaborative efforts with the MUS Staff 

Associations (MUSSA), has been well received by staff, Shared Governance partners, the Office 

of the Commissioner of Higher Education (OCHE), and the Board of Regents.  CEPAC-Staff 

Senateôs original findings were influential in the Boardôs decision to request the formation of the 

OCHE Recruitment and Retention Task Force, whose recommendations were published in 

September, 2007. http://mus.edu/board/meetings/2007/Sept07/Staff_Comp/TaskForceRecruit+RetainReportSept07.pdf 

 In the Fall of 2007, one year after the original òMSU Within the Community Contextò 

research, CEPAC-Staff Senate updated those findings, in an effort to remain in touch with local 

employment and housing markets and their current impact on MSU as a quality employer. 

 

Research Methods 2007  
CEPAC-Staff Senate used published reports, survey data, newspapers, constituent input, 

participation in community events, and local organization interviews to:  

(i) examine whether circumstances in the Bozeman area, in the last 12 months, have 

significantly impacted MSU in relation to - 

a. other MUS campuses, and 

b. the local community 

(v) modify its 2006 recommendations of how, in the context of its latest findings, 

MSU might offer more to the community 

(vi) describe ways in which MSUôs standing as a quality employer may have changed 

since 2006 

(vii)  suggest areas of future focus. 

In this document, CEPAC-Staff Senate offers a status report ñone year onò from its original 

study.  As far as was possible, CEPAC-Staff Senate consulted the same sources of reference, on 

the date in 2007 most closely corresponding, to that used in 2006.  This 2007 Update to the MSU 

Within the Community Context report references the Montana Department of Labor & Industry; 

the Gallatin Association of Realtors; the Missoula Organization of Realtors; the Billings Gazette, 

the Montana Standard, the Great Falls Tribune, the Helena Independent, the Missoulian, the 

Havre Daily News, the Dillon Tribune, the Bozeman Daily Chronicle; Bozemanôs Job Service 

Workforce Center; the Bozeman Business Expo 2007; and CEPAC-Staff Senateôs 360 

performance review for 2006, Employee Experience Survey 2007, and studies of position 

terminations, MUS position vacancy listings on-line; and other sources. 

 

The original ñMSU Within the Community Contextò report (http://www.montana.edu/staffsenate/msu-

community.pdf) is recommended as a reference when reading this 2007 Update document. 
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Findings from Each Specific Area of Research 

 

Employment Market Overview 2007 

 

Potential Work Force 

There are fewer workers potentially available in Montana than one year ago.  Defining full 

employment as less than 4% of the labor force being out of work, and quoting September 2007 

data, CEPAC-Staff Senate notes that, essentially, local workers wanting jobs are already 

employed.  The Stateôs average unemployment rate is 2.1%, down from 2.8% twelve months 

previously; only two counties (Big Horn and Glacier) reach 4% unemployment (compared to 

five counties with rates above 4% in September of 2006); and Gallatin Countyôs unemployment 

dropped to 1.4% (from 1.9% the previous year)1.    

 

Unemployment also remains low across the country, with a September 2007 national rate of 

4.7%. 

 

Persistently small numbers of available workers can, of course, affect the economic prospects of 

a region.  However, new employment opportunities continue to occur in the Bozeman area, both 

in existing business expansion and additional companies establishing themselves here.   As an 

indicator of this, in 2007 11.8% of surveyed companies reported having more than 50 full-time 

employees ï more than double that reported in 2006, at 5.1%2.  In addition, Bozemanôs Job 

Service Workforce Center confirms the staffing requirements of seven businesses new to the 

area: each hired between 30 and130 employees to start.  One new large grocery store is hoping to 

attain a staff of 150.   

 

Knowing the Potential Candidate Pool 

Montanaôs population growth, to 2013, is being projected as inadequate for the work force 

requirements necessary to sustain the economy at its current level of expansion3.  The effects of 

insufficient workers were already being felt in 2006 and, certainly in the Gallatin Valley, are 

now exacerbated.  Achieving viable applicant pools is a continued struggle for all employers.   

 

Targeting certain population groups (e.g. parents returning to work, those who have decided not 

to pursue higher education, retirees, etc.), and hiring candidates with potential (rather than the 

already skilled and experienced) are a couple of tactics emerging among local employers.  

Indeed, approaches of this kind were recommended to the community at the Bozeman Business 

Expo, in October 2007, and are promoted by the Montana Department of Labor and Industry1. 

 

A strong familiarity with the local population is crucial to businesses looking to effectively target 

population groups.  Demographical studies may be helpful, and a readiness to adapt to changes 

of trend, is essential.   

 

With the under 25s no longer reading the newspaper; 71% of adults regularly active on-line; and 

the popularity of e-mail and web communications, the internet has become the ñtool of our 

timeò4.   Increasing pressure is being placed on businesses to invest in effective, state of the art 

electronic communications to convey their mission and institutional culture, and to facilitate 

hiring processes.  The expectation that universities will have similar capabilities goes without 

saying. 
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Applicant Preferences 

Applicant priorities are little changed from last year (please see below).  However, 

skilled and experienced candidates continue to place an increasing emphasis on lif estyle 

expectations.  The tight market has dictated a change in some employersô attitudes: jobs 

are no longer ñbestowedò upon the ñlucky applicantò.  Rather, businesses vie for 

candidates in highly competitive environments, and must meet potential employeesô 

requests.  Individualsô priorities differ, but applicant preferences (reported here in no 

particular order of priority) generally include:   

Á A unique and rewarding working environment including: ñfunò (relaxed dress code, 
social activity and camaraderie among coworkers); employee recognition; and good 

management/supervision 

Á Flexible hours and equilibrium of professional and private life 

Á Opportunities for continuous learning, and creativity 

Á Employer reputation 

Á Workplace location 

Á Professional development and training 

Á Career advancement 

Á Living wage 

Á Comprehensive compensation packages (salary/benefits) 

Á Ease of, and/or low cost, parking 

 

Might Montana Be Comprised of  ñBoomò Towns? 

Several Montana cities, including Bozeman, have experienced sharp growth in recent years.  For 

this to continue, particularly among the service and professional industries, certain prerequisites 

appear necessary5.  These include the presence of an educated workforce, good communication 

services, and strong potential for a quality lifestyle (e.g. public access to natural resources/open 

space).  These things, combined with the Montana University Systemôs commitment to economic 

and workforce development, and more of our graduates remaining in the State, suggest that 

expansion is destined to continue in Montana.   

 

Funding the Competitive Wage 

As has already been observed, local population demographics are of relevance to this research.  

In addition to gloomy projections of future labor force capacity, come reports of declining high 

school enrollment over the next 10 years or so6.  For the University System, this would imply a 

sustained reduction in enrollment of resident students (which, under current policy, is a key 

factor in MUS State funding).  One obvious employee recruitment and retention consideration, 

then, is balancing the elevated need to be a competitive employer with a potentially decreasing 

budget.   

 

Additionally, recent budgetary timelines, procedures, and levels of State funding of, for instance, 

the pay plan, have affected the University Systemôs ability to stay ahead of the game. 

 

Bearing this, and many other employment issues, in mind ï and following publication of the 

OCHE Recruitment and Retention Task Force report (September, 2007) - the Board of Regents 

has initiated discussion with the Legislative Postsecondary Education Policy and Budget 

Subcommittee (PEPB).  As reported at the Regentsô meeting in November ñthis provides the 

University System an excellent opportunity to communicate its needs and interestsò.  Campuses 

have contributed to preliminary information presented to PEPB in December, 2007.  (Please see 
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the Recruitment and Retention Overview sections of this document for further reference to the 

Task Force, its reporting and outcomes). 

 

 

Housing Market Overview 2007 
 

Real Estate Sales data is not readily available for all areas where an MUS campus exists.  The 

Missoula Organization of Realtors published an area median sales price (to 11/4/07) of $220,000 

(up from $178,822 in 2004) but this is not directly comparable to the average numbers offered 

for areas closer to MSU.    

 Generally, some real estate market softening is perceived, along with a likely increase in 

the number of ñunits for saleò.  Lending environments are presumed tighter, as a consequence of 

the overall contemporary credit squeeze.  September 2007 house prices remain high indicating 

that purchased housing in Bozeman and the surrounding areas is still far from affordable7 in 

relation to most MSU classified salaries.  

 

 
SINGLE FAMILY RESIDENTIAL SALES

3 
    

      

 2003 2004 2005 2006    to 9/07 

Bozeman & surrounding area      

Units sold 703 728 815 652 397 

Average price $263,846 $308,962 $365,146 $435,809 $428,568 

Belgrade & surrounding area      

Units sold 214 280 282 284 210 

Average price $160,813 $185,809 $236,136 $285,919 $282,292 

Manhattan & surrounding area     

Units sold 32 37 43 55 35 

Average price $173,467 $205,693 $265,124 $399,452 $280,710 

Three Forks & Surrounding area     

Units sold 42 42 46 37 25 

Average price $123,254 $154,046 $176,447 $206,519 $253,104 
  

 

 
Average Residential Sales Price by County 

(Gallatin Association of Realtors) 
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Rental Housing:  Once again, CEPAC-Staff Senate took a snapshot8 of local newspaper 

advertising to determine each campus cityôs average rent for both an unfurnished house (2-4 

bedrooms, no acreage) and an apartment.  No newspaper ads appeared for rental apartments on 

the 2007 snapshot date for Havre or Dillon, hence the absence of updated figures for these cities.   

 

 

Have Recent Market Shifts Made a Difference? 

Advertized rents show some softening in Bozeman, Helena, and Butte (the most marked being in 

Bozeman) and increases in the other cities.  Nevertheless, this research demonstrates that the 

Bozeman area remains the most costly of the campus cities in which to rent accommodation. 

 

 

 

 
 

 
 

 

 

2007 updates show no increase in the MUS lowest entry level salary ($8.25/hr), but do reflect the 

shifts in the various rental markets (as per the above).  Currently, an entry level worker earning 

$8.25/hr would expend 97% of their gross salary on the average rent for an unfurnished house in 

Bozeman, as opposed to 99% of salary in 2006. This, compared to 45%-69% in other MUS cities 

for 2007, as opposed to 46%-66% in 2006 (comparison excludes Dillon and Havre for which no 2007 data were available).   

 

Belgrade data were added in 2007, in response to comment that Belgrade was a more realistic 

market for MSU employees.  Advertised house rents (unfurnished, 2-4 bedrooms, no acreage) 

revealed that 79% of the lowest MUS entry level gross salary ($8.25/hr) would be consumed by 

rent in Belgrade: considerably cheaper than Bozeman, but more expensive than any other MUS 

campus city.  For more information, please see the charts and tables below.  
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2007 Av. 

House Rent 
as % of 2006 

Av. House 
Rent City 

Newspaper 
Ads

a
 

Average 
House Rent 

2007
b
 

Hrly Pay Needed 
for Average Rent 
to be Affordable

c
 

98% Bozeman $1,389 $26.61 

not recorded Belgrade $1,135 $21.74 

105% Missoula $989 $18.95 

115% Billings $927 $17.76 

103% Great Falls $860 $16.48 

81% Helena $748 $14.33 

99% Butte $650 $12.45 
a
snapshot date;

 b
unfurnished house, 2-4 bed; 

c
30% of salary  

Rising rents in some cities have closed the 

gap with Bozeman over the last year.  

However, MSU employees still face 

substantially more expensive housing than 

their MUS counterparts.   

 

Only 23 (2%) classified employees on the 

MSU September 2007 payroll (.5 FTE+) 

would find it affordable7  to rent this type of 

house in Bozeman on their salary alone. 

 
 
 
 
MSU Staff Salaries and Bozeman Rents 

     
Average rent of unfurnished house in Bozeman 10/07 

  
$1,389 

per 
month 

Hourly rate required to render this rent "affordable" (30% of income) $26.61 per hour 

.05 FTE+ classified staff on payroll as at 9/18/07 with 3.6% raise added 1,058 total 

"Maximum" salary is the hourly rate at the high end of each range used below 
  

 

8.25 - 
9.20/hr 

9/21 - 
12.80/hr 

12.81-
15.85/hr 

15.86 - 
18.88/hr 

18.89 - 
22.30/hr 22.31+/hr 26.61/hr 

Number of staff 12 390 290 152 121 93 23 

% of max salary to pay rent 87% 62% 50% 42% 36% <36% 30% 

% of staff in this pay range 1% 37% 27% 14% 11% 9% 2% 


