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Small businesses are the heartbeat of Montana’s economy making up 99.3% of all
businesses. The University of Montana’s Rural Entrepreneurship and Leadership
Co-Lab for Women (UM’s REAL Women Co-Lab) examined Catalyze Global Impact
LLC and Accelerate Montana’s Access to Finance in Montana studies (Access to
Finance Studies) to provide three Micro Reports highlighting issues for women,
rural, and native business owners. 

The Access to Finance Studies included two surveys: a funder survey and a
business survey, conducted from December 2022 to February 2023, using both
quantitative and qualitative methods to assess the financial needs and
challenges in these communities. The funder survey collected responses from 32
funding institutions across Montana, including banks, credit unions, CDFIs, public
programs, and investment firms. The business survey received 405 responses and
notable demographics include: 235 women, 135 men, 93 Native, 235 white, 177
rural, and 213 urban business owners. Full breakdowns of the demographics are
available in the Access to Finance studies.

The survey was disseminated using contact lists from Accelerate Montana,
Catalyze Global Impact LLC, and their partners. These lists focused on
underserved entrepreneurial communities such as rural, female, and Native
American business owners. While this focus yielded valuable data and highlighted
issues of smaller, newer businesses, the respondents may not fully represent the
broader Montana business population.

The reports made four recommendations to improve access to finance in
Montana: expand information and training for lenders and investors; expand
awareness of training, technical assistance, and financing opportunities for small
businesses; deepen capacity of funders working at the community level; and
explore shared services for lenders and investors. 

Key Takeaways for Rural Business Owners: 
Encouragingly, rural business owners access financial products at a similar
rate to urban business owners.
However, many rural funding institutions lack capital to serve viable
business-borrowers in their community.
The location of funding institutions plays a key role in rural business finance
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Beyond similarities to urban businesses in using business checking accounts, business
loans, business investment, and business credit cards; rural business owners actually
access grants from state or federal programs at a higher rate. This data includes native
business owners living in rural areas who have access to grants through the Indian
Equity Fund and other state and federal programs. 
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Rural business owners cite “Access to Capital” as a struggle at a non-statistically
significant rate relative to their urban counterparts, with rural women citing it as a
struggle at a slightly higher, but still not statistically significant rate. This is supported by
the fact that rural and urban business owners reported using key financial products at a
similar rate. 
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Proportion of Rural Business Owners Who Report That Access to Capital is a Challenge
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USDA:  Significant Resources for Rural Businesses and
Lenders 

The U.S. Department of Agriculture’s Rural Development Program offers more than
70 loan, grant, and loan guarantee programs. Between 2012 and 2022, the USDA
Rural Development Program provided $2.8 billion in funding in Montana, with $2.5
billion in loans and $341 million in grants across their programs, according to Lad
Barney, Montana Director for business and cooperative programs at the US
Department of Agriculture Rural Development Program. Funding programs include:
a) direct loans and grants to businesses including farming and ranching
operations, b) the Intermediary Relending Program (IRP) and Rural
Microentrepreneur Program (RMAP) for funds to lenders that will relend the money
to rural businesses, and c) loan guarantees for commercial lenders making loans
to rural businesses. 
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In addition to rural business owners leveraging grants to start businesses, all categories
of funders surveyed (banks, credit unions, CDFIs, and public programs) reported that a
majority of their loans were going to rural businesses. However, these self-reported
numbers include agricultural lending, which can contribute a significant amount to
banks’ loan portfolios. Also, the small sample size of 32 institutions could be affected by
more rural-heavy lenders responses. These self-reported numbers are the best
estimates we have for the actual percentages of loans made to rural business owners,
as many funding institutions are not required to report this statistic. 



Perspectives: Rural Finance Issues
“In several counties across the state, banks or credit unions may operate branch
offices for retail or household finance, but there may be no commercial banking
officer.” - Steve Clairmont Business Center Director at Mission West Community
Development Partners in Ronan.

Sources for Montana Financial Institution Map: BankFind Suite: Find Institutions by Name & Location (fdic.gov)
Credit Union Locator & Research a Credit Union | NCUA and CDFI Certification | Community Development Financial Institutions
Fund (cdfifund.gov)
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Of the local banks, credit unions, and CDFIs available to rural businesses for financing,
many are struggling with their own access to capital issues. Many also require additional
capital to lend or capital takes longer to process than a business owner has time to wait.
There is opportunity for additional on-lending, defined as organizations who lend to or
invest in other lending/investing organizations. Without adequate on-lending that can
supplement the need for additional capital or additional processing time, organizations
may struggle to support the communities they are designed to serve.  

Even though funders report issuing a majority of loans to rural businesses, geographical
constraints affect rural business owners' access to finance. Urban areas like Missoula,
Helena, Butte, Bozeman, Great Falls, and Billings have the most funding institutions. Larger
rural towns usually have at least one funding institution, but many areas lack a variety of
funding institutions. Among Native American reservations, the Flathead Reservation has
significantly more funding institutions than others in the state.
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Perspectives: Lack of Funds for Funders
“Community development financial institutions (CDFIs) play a key role in small
business funding. However, many CDFIs have maxed out their allocation from these
sources - yet they still face growing demand from small businesses.” - Herb Kulow,
retired bank president and bank turnaround specialist

“Especially for rural banks that lend relatively more for agricultural production,
additional commercial lending may be challenging. Often smaller lenders have
limited capital that is easily consumed by long-time borrowers like car dealers and
large retailers in their communities. It may not be the business or their financials—it
may be that the bank has no available funds to lend.” - Al Jones, Regional
Development Officer for the Montana Department of Commerce

“As commercial lending through traditional bank financing becomes more difficult,
especially in rural areas, there is a heightened importance in assuring that
nonprofit revolving loan funds are properly capitalized to help small businesses
start up or expand,” says Paul Tuss, Executive Director Bear Paw Development
Corporation. “Our work is critical to the economic health and resilience of rural
America. “

https://advocacy.sba.gov/wp-content/uploads/2021/08/Small-Business-Economic-Profile-MT.pdf
https://advocacy.sba.gov/wp-content/uploads/2021/08/Small-Business-Economic-Profile-MT.pdf

