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Overview 

Considered a frontier county, Carbon County has approximately five residents per square mile, 
and is located in south central Montana. As of 2022, Carbon County has approximately 11,000 
residents across 2,062 square miles. The largest city and county seat is Red Lodge, but the 
county contains additional incorporated cities including Bearcreek, Bridger, Fromberg, and 
Joliet.  

Geographically, Carbon County comprises much of the Absaroka-Beartooth Wilderness and the 
Beartooth Mountain range, which is home to Granite Peak, the state's highest elevation (12,807 
ft). 

Carbon County is governed by three 
county commissioners: Scott Miller 
of Bridger, Scott Blain of Joliet, and 
Bill Bullock of Red Lodge, MT.  

Led by the Public Health Director, 
Erin Cross RN, the Carbon County 
Health Department (CCHD) aims to 
promote, improve and protect the health 
and well-being of the people of Carbon 
County. To work with individuals, 
families and the community through a 
variety of programs, services and education to 
prevent and control disease and injury.  

The following Community Health Needs Assessment was conducted in collaboration with 
Piedmont Research Strategies, Inc (PRS). Together, this assessment took a “community led, and 
community driven” approach in interviewing key informants and conducting an online survey of 
Carbon County residents. The assessment prioritized assessing residents outside of the county 
seat to obtain a sample was representative as possible.  

The following document contains an analysis of population-level primary and secondary data for 
the Carbon County. For questions about the findings within this report, please contact Erin Cross 
at ecross@co.carbon.mt.us  
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Methodology 
This assessment incorporates data from multiple sources in order to triangulate the health and 
concerns of Carbon County residents.  

Methods of Data Collection 
Data collected within this report was derived from a number of sources: a review of the literature 
and assessments by leading health organizations within the past two years, key informant 
interviews with integral members of Carbon County’s community, as well as online and paper 
surveys of residents. 

Secondary Data Collection 
The research team reviewed three documents that were published within the past calendar year 
about the needs and health of Carbon County residents.  

The first data source was the “2022 Community Health Needs Assessment” that was 
administered by the Beartooth Billings Clinic between March 2022 and April 2022. Surveying 
clinic patrons, this assessment focused on residents’ health needs, access to healthcare services, 
chronic disease prevention, and mental and behavioral health (n = 149).  

Second, the “2022 Housing Assessment” was administered by the Red Lodge Area Community 
Foundation between December 2021 and January 2022. This survey was administered to a small 
sample of households within Carbon County and included information on a variety of household 
characteristics including housing conditions, annual income, mortgage status, ownership/rental 
status, etc. (n = 331). 

The final data source that was reviewed was the “2022 Community Assessment Survey for Older 
Adults,” administered by the Area 2 Agency on Aging between March 2022 and August 2022. 
Surveying households in Montana with at least one individual over the age of 55, this survey 
assessed health, functionality, and quality of life indicators for seniors (n = 850).  

Across all three data sources, Carbon County had notable concerns with affordable housing, cost 
of living, availability of healthcare, and access to mental healthcare. These concepts were our 
main concerns as we began primary data collection.    

Primary Data Collection 
Key Informant Interviews 

CCHD conducted interviews with residents of Carbon County who represented unique 
perspectives within the community. These residents represented various locations within the 
county, included residents who have lived within the area for over a decade, and were able to 
provide a diverse range of experiences and concerns. The interviews helped further inform both 
the quantitative and qualitative items included within the subsequent survey.  
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Survey Instrument 

The survey was created using a variety of sources. Some items were taken from the 2022 
Community Health Needs Assessment conducted by Beartooth Billings Clinic. We also 
incorporated feedback from key informant interviews to find validated measures related to our 
specific concerns (i.e. availability of resources, transportation, and affordability). As a result of 
our interviews, it became apparent that COVID and the 2022 flooding of Carbon County 
remained large concerns within the community, and were therefore included in qualitative 
questions at the end of the survey. 

Sample Approach & Design  
We utilized a number of recruitment techniques to ensure that our sample was as representative 
as possible of the nearly 11,000 residents of Carbon County. Posting the online link of the survey 
to social media recruited nearly half of our survey respondents. CCHD also engaged in tabling at 
various locations within a number of the larger cities within the county (Red Lodge, Bridger, 
Joliet, Roberts). Residents were also given the option to complete the survey on paper and were 
provided with a stamped envelope to mail the surveys back to the health department. This also 
proved a successful method of recruitment, as nearly 60 residents mailed surveys to CCHD. 
CCHD also utilized ads within the local newspaper, announcements were made on the local 
television station, as well as the radio station.  

These efforts resulted in a total sample of 323 residents over the age of 18. All data collection 
and data analysis were conducted by PRS.  

Sample Characteristics  
CCHD and PRS closely evaluated the 
data for missingness and the overall 
quality of the data provided. All 323 
respondents (residents) provided 
sufficient, usable data for a majority of 
the questions on the survey." 

All subsequent analyses were 
conducted to examine if there were 
differences between those living 
within Red Lodge, and residents 
outside of the city. There were no 
notable differences in results. The 
sample design and procedures within 
data collection have likely ensured that this sample is representative of Carbon County, and can 
therefore likely be generalized to the community as a whole. 

On average, residents were approximately 57 years old, 75% of the sample was female, 92% 
identified as white, 98% as non-Hispanic, 62% were married, 78% were homeowners, 53% had 
graduated college or graduate school, 64% had children, 17% were considered disabled, and 6% 
were veterans. See Table 1 for additional details on the sample. 
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2023 Sample Characteristics  
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Increased Reachability 
Within the survey, we asked 
respondents to indicate if they had 
previously completed either the 2022 
Beartooth Billings Clinic Community 
Health Needs Assessment, the 2022 
Carbon County Housing Assessment, or 
the 2022 Community Assessment for 
Older Adults. The corresponding figure 
indicates the number of respondents we 
received who completed any of the 
prior assessments.  
 
In addition to acquiring a relatively 
representative sample of Carbon 
County, CCHD also hoped to reach 
more remote residents within Carbon 
County whose voices had not been 
accounted for in the three 
aforementioned assessments. As a result of recruitment efforts and increasing 
awareness of the 2023 assessment, CCHD was able to obtain 155 “new reaches.” 
These new reaches had not participated in any of the three assessments, while 64 of 
them were residents outside of Red Lodge- from more remote locations within the 
county.  
 
A total of 323 residents completed the CCHD Community Health Needs 
Assessment (CHNA), which comprises approximately 3% of the total population 
of Carbon County. Although this seems like a small representation, it is necessary 
to note that populations of interest for public health (and health systems-research) 
are often exceedingly large. It is entirely unfeasible to collect information from all 
subjects in a population, therefore it is important to understand why we take 
samples from populations to begin with. Despite this, the expansive recruitment 
efforts of CCHD personnel maximized the representation of this sample of 
respondents to best reflect the demographic and geographic distribution of 
residents across Carbon County. This was a feat unmet by previous assessments 
conducted in the region. 
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Carbon County Health Department Programs 
Awareness of CCHD Programs  
 

In order to facilitate 
beneficial programming 
for county residents, 
CCHD must first 
acknowledge what 
programs residents are 
already aware of. We 
assessed residents’ 
awareness of current 
CCHD programming. 
The corresponding 
graph indicates greatest 
awareness of 
immunization clinics, 
tobacco prevention and 
cessation, emergency 
preparedness, and suicide prevention programs.   

Interest in CCHD Programs 
 

Residents were also 
asked to indicate 
their interest in new 
CCHD programs. 
Most residents 
expressed interest in 
nutrition guidance, 
chronic health 
management, mental 
health support, 
elderly home 
visiting, and senior 
foot care. 
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Summary of Findings 
Health Outcomes 
 

The following four health outcomes were duplicated from the 2022 Beartooth Billings Clinic 
(BBC) Community Health Needs Assessment. These items were used in this 2023 assessment to 
determine if a broader, community sample (not specifically clinic patrons) would result in 
comparable measures of mental health, substance abuse concerns, stress, and loneliness/isolation.  

 

Most Carbon County 
residents indicated that 
their mental health (in 
general) was good to 
excellent (73%). About 
5% reported that their 
mental health was 
“poor.” Compared to the 
BBC report where 82% 
reported good/excellent, 
and only 0.7% reported 
poor.  

 

 

36% of Carbon County 
residents indicated that 
substance abuse issues have 
negatively impacted their 
lives either somewhat or a 
great deal. This is 
compared to 25% from the 
BBC report.  
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76% of residents 
indicated that they have 
felt moderate to high 
levels of stress within 
the past year. This is 
compared to the 58% 
reported in the BBC 
assessment.  

 

 

 

 

25% of Carbon County 
residents reported 
feeling lonely or 
isolated at least 
occasionally within the 
past year. This is in 
comparison to BBC’s 
18% from 2022. 

 

The 2023 Carbon County 
CHNA of county residents 
and the 2022 BBC 
Assessment of clinic patrons 
show the prevalence of our 
health outcomes among two 
different samples over two 
years. It is important to note 
the change in prevalence 
given a more representative, 
county sample (when 
compared to the clinical 
sample utilizing services 
from BBC). 
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Availability of Resources 
Thoroughly reviewing previous assessments, as well as using knowledge gleaned from key 
informant interviews, Carbon County residents were reporting significant concerns about 
availability of resources within the community. These concerns run the gamut, including general 
or specialized medical care, mental health services, or having health insurance. Survey 
respondents were asked the following questions, where they reported the extent to which they 
believe availability of resources exists within the county.  

Composite scores are often used in surveys to combine similarly characterized questions 
and generate a more robust indicator of an “overall” construct. Composite scores were 
calculated for availability, transportation, and affordability and then used to examine how 
lower levels of each were related to our previous four health variables.  

 
We calculated a total “composite score” using the 7 questions above that assessed availability of 
resources within Carbon County. As a result, we classified residents as having either “poor,” 
“fair,” or “good/excellent” overall availability of resources. 
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Transportation 
Residents were asked to report the extent to which they believed transportation was a problem within 
Carbon County.  

 
 

 

 

 

 

 

We calculated a composite score using the 6 questions 
above. Residents were classified into two groups: 
Transportation is a Minor/No or a Moderate problem 
to indicate how burdened they were by different 
methods of transportation in Carbon County 

Affordability of Resources 

Survey respondents were 
asked the extent to which 
they believed affordability 
of resources was a 
problem within Carbon 
County. We classified 
respondents to either Affordability is a Minor/No, Moderate, or Major Problem to indicate how 
encumbered they were by the affordability of services in Carbon County 
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Availability of Resources & Health Outcomes 
 

Of residents reporting 
poor availability of 
resources, 21% also 
reported poor mental 
health, 58% reported at 
least moderate 
concerns with 
substance abuse, 94% 
reported at least 
moderate levels of 
stress, and 37% 
reported at least 
occasional levels of 
loneliness and 
isolation.  

 

 

Transportation & Health Outcomes 

Among survey 
respondents who 
reported that 
transportation was a 
moderate problem, 14% 
reported poor mental 
health, 53% reported at 
least moderate concerns 
about substance abuse, 
89% reported at least 
moderate levels of 
stress, and 49% reported 
feeling lonely or 
isolated at least 
occasionally each week.  

 

 



 

 
 

16 

Affordability of Resources & Health Outcomes  

 
Among residents who reported affordability as a major problem, 24% reported poor mental 
health, 53% reported at least moderate concerns about substance abuse, 87% reported at least 
moderate levels of stress, and 58% reported experiencing loneliness and isolation at least 
occasionally.  

Worry & Cost of Medical Care 
 

Since residents of Carbon 
County have noted significant 
concerns about affordability 
and access to medical care, 
residents were asked to report 
their levels of worry related to 
paying medical bills for 
accidents/illness and for 
normal medical treatment. 
Nearly 37% of residents 
indicated moderate to very 
worried about paying for 
medical bills following an 
illness or accident; 28% 
reported at least moderate worry related to normal cost of healthcare.  
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Seeking Medical Care 

 

As availability and transportation (to medical appointments) have been consistently noted as 
major concerns prior to and across this evaluation, residents were asked two items specifically 
about seeking medical care. Respondents reported if they had a typical location where they seek 
medical care when they are sick, and at what facility. Among 252 respondents who indicated that 
yes, they did have a typical location they sought care, 170 residents in Carbon County sought 
care within the city limits of Red Lodge, MT; 73 residents utilized medical care outside of Red 
Lodge, MT.  

A large percentage of Carbon County residents, particularly those who reside north of Red 
Lodge, seek healthcare services outside of the county. When needs assessments are conducted 
out of the largest county hospital (BBC), it is likely going to miss a large contingency of 
residents. This further justifies the need for more inclusive, county-level assessments when 
evaluating the needs of the community.  
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Delaying Medical Care 

 
Nearly 78% of residents who completed the survey indicated that they had a designated location 
they tended to use when seeking medical care. However, residents also noted a number of 
reasons why they often opted to delay seeking care.  

Carbon County residents noted reasons that they have delayed both medical and psychological 
care (in red above) to include that they would prefer to manage it themselves, they could not get 
an appointment soon enough, professional help was not available in the area, personal/family 
responsibilities, they did not get around to it, they did not think anything could help, and they 
couldn’t afford to pay.  

While residents appeared to endorse that they were delaying needed care due to lack of 
availability and lack of affordability, the most endorsed reason for delaying both medical and 
psychological care was that residents preferred to manage the issue themselves.  
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Health Department Efforts 
Residents were asked to report what they believed the Carbon County Health Department was 
doing well at the time of the survey (April 2023).  
 
Survey respondents indicated that the CCHD has excelled with their public health outreach 
programs, promotion of vaccination clinics, and school outreach programs and clinics. Residents 
noted that the CCHD has had a greater community presence than ever before, they have 
appreciated increased community engagement, and media outreach to keep the public informed 
and educated.  

Top Public Health Concerns 
Residents reported their top public health concerns within Carbon County. These consisted of 
access and affordability of healthcare, the increasing cost of living, mental health, and care for 
seniors (key words can be found in the 
adjacent word cloud).  
 
More specifically, residents noted that 
access to care included not only primary 
care, but also specialty care. Within 
Carbon County, residents reported that 
they are lacking vision and dental care 
facilities, as well as care related to 
specific medical conditions like cancer, 
obesity, diabetes, asthma, chronic 
diseases, and nutrition. 
 
Mental health emerged as one of the 
major concerns among residents in the 
county. Residents reported significant 
concerns with stress, anxiety, 
depression, and suicide. They expressed 
interest in affordable and accessible mental health care, telehealth, trauma-informed care, as well 
as substance abuse resources. Carbon County residents indicated that substance use and abuse 
was a major concern, specifically related to alcohol, marijuana, and methamphetamines. 
Residents noted an interest in support groups and community support for these issues.  
 
Residents also noted significant concern surrounding the county’s elderly population. Following 
the recent closure of the last assisted living facility in the county, seniors are now being forced to 
find new accommodations, or fully relocate outside of Carbon County. Residents reported major 
concerns surrounding availability of living facilities, affordable food, transportation, hospice 
care, home health care, and senior programs for those over the age of 60. Additionally, residents 
expressed a need for respite care for those responsible for caring for this aging population.   
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Impacts of COVID  
As the first community health needs assessment conducted since COVID began in late 2019, the 
impacts of COVID on the Carbon County community were significant. When asked “In what 
ways do you feel COVID continues to impact the community of Carbon County,” some residents 
indicated that they continued to struggle with COVID within the county. Some residents reported 
feeling “mental and emotional exhaustion,” “loneliness and isolation,” and an overall “lack of 
support” from their community.  

Residents also noted that there was a substantial divide among the community during the height 
of COVID, but also into 2023. Some residents indicated that there was a lack of 
acknowledgement of COVID and refusal to use protective coverings. In responding to this 
question 

Among survey responses, residents noted that vulnerable populations (i.e. seniors and the 
immunocompromised) continue to struggle and have to isolate due to lack of protection among 
community members. 

Residents also indicated that they were still feeling the economic impacts of COVID, noting that 
they are still paying off debts accrued since the height of the pandemic.  

 

Impacts of the June 2022 Flooding 
In June 2022, residents of Carbon County were significantly impacted by a major flood.  
Residents were displaced, nearly 100 homes flooded, and 8 bridges washed away. The survey 
asked respondents “To what extent do you think that flooding in Carbon County has influenced 
your overall physical and mental health?”  
 
After the flood, residents indicated there was an overwhelming amount of support provided 
across most of the community. Across multiple government and local agencies, churches, 
volunteer organizations, most residents noted a positive response to flood clean up.  
 
Among responses, residents reported that some community members are still displaced from 
their homes, and continue to experience economic concerns related to the flood, even a year 
later. Some residents indicated that they have been “financially ruined,” are unable to afford to 
live in Carbon County, but cannot afford to move. They also noted feelings of stress, 
apprehension, worry, fears of future flooding.  
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Subgroup Analyses 
Similar to previous assessments, this report found that mental health & care for the 
seniors were noted as two of the top concerns within Carbon County. 

Mental Health Correlates 
 

We further examined how varying levels of mental health were related to the three 
additional health variables (substance abuse, stress, and loneliness/isolation).  

Seen in the figure below, among those with poor mental health, 40% of residents 
reported that substance abuse was a great concern. As responses to the mental 
health item improve, we saw decreases in overall concerns about substance abuse. 
Among residents who reported that their mental health was excellent, only 7% 
reported that substance abuse was a great concern- while 56% reported no 
concerns about substance abuse whatsoever. 
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Examining residents who reported levels of mental health and stress, we see a similar 
phenomenon (above). Nearly 87% of residents who reported poor mental health, noted “high” 
levels of stress. As mental health improved, so did levels of high stress.  

Similarly, when examining loneliness and isolation (below), among residents reporting poor 
mental health, 27% reported daily feelings of loneliness and isolation. As mental health 
improved, these daily feelings dissipated.  
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Seniors within Carbon County  
 
Since seniors (60+) were also designated as a top priority group, we chose to narrow our results 
and specifically examine residents over the age of 60. From our original sample of 47% (n = 
153) of residents were between the ages of 60 and 96.   
 
When examining data related to health measures of mental health, substance abuse, stress, and 
loneliness/isolation, seniors had comparable trends, but noted somewhat lower percentages than 
the overall sample.  
 
Reasons to delay care were most commonly related to managing concerns themselves, lack of 
transportation, and lack of healthcare in the area.  
 
Top public health concerns within the qualitative responses included availability of affordable 
housing, availability of affordable healthcare, providing skilled facilities for seniors, improving 
transportation (to medical care), and mental health and substance use treatment to the 
community.  
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Key Health Concerns 
Access to & Affordability of Housing  
Residents within Carbon County have consistently noted the rising cost of living is not 
commensurate to living wages. The housing market within the county has also seen a dramatic 
influx of home rentals (e.g. AirBnb, VRBO) that reallocate housing away from long-term 
residents and employees within the county, and provide temporary housing to visitors. While 
there are some housing options, they are often not affordable, and force some residents to fully 
relocate. 

 
Access to & Affordability of Healthcare 
Residents also indicated significant concerns about access to healthcare. Transportation to 
medical care remains a major concern among Carbon County residents- especially in the winter 
months, and especially among seniors. While there are services within the county that assist with 
improving physical access, these resources are often at risk of closing due to lack of consistent 
funding. Additionally, the lack of specialized care available within the county itself often forces 
residents to seek specialty care upwards of 60 miles away (in Billings, MT), or not seek care at 
all.  

 
Mental Health 
While residents of Carbon County did not necessarily note significant mental health problems, 
this assessment was not intended to address such issues. As a result, a number of psychological 
concerns are likely present within the community and have merely gone unreported. Residents 
may also believe that their concerns are not mental health in nature, which could be attributed to 
a lack of mental health literacy, or factors like stigma, rugged individualism, and constructs of 
masculinity that prevent recognition and treatment of mental health symptoms. Further 
assessment into symptomology, as well as efforts to increase access to care (i.e. increasing 
telehealth access) may begin to further elucidate the full picture of mental health within the 
county and how best to address it.  

 
Senior Care 
With the closure of the last assisted living facility in Carbon County, many seniors have been 
forced to relocate and spend their remaining years not being able to age in their place of 
choosing. Lack of specialized care and transportation also hinders seniors from being able to 
seek appropriate medical and psychological care.  
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Conclusion  
The 2023 Community Health Needs Assessment was a successful evaluation of the 
residents of Carbon County at large.  
 
Residents reported significant concerns with mental health, concerns of substance, 
stress, and loneliness/isolation. These health factors were also related to the 
availability and affordability of resources within the community, as well as access 
to transportation. While we cannot necessarily infer causation among these 
variables, we may be able to improve our health factors by addressing logistics like 
availability, affordability, and transportation. 
 
Residents expressed interest in a number of the CCHD’s potential programming. 
The CCHD was further supported through residents’ qualitative responses, 
praising the community’s response to COVID and natural disasters within the past 
few years.   
 
Affordable housing, access to affordable medical and psychological care, and 
providing aid to seniors within Carbon County remain the top concerns across all 
assessments reviewed thus far. To address these complex concerns, CCHD is 
prioritizing seeking state and federal funding to facilitate access to necessary care. 
Through collaborative efforts across Carbon County, the health department aims to 
strategically address each of these concerns within the next few years.  
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Appendix: Community Survey 
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