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Poverty as a Factor

Though domestic and sexual violence occur in every culture and 
economic strata, poverty sharply reduces options for women who are 
already disempowered by abuse. Leaving an abusive partner requires 
significant change that may include moving to another home or area, 
divorce, separation and the need for legal assistance.  Often the woman 
has been physically isolated from the community and has not been 
allowed to work toward economic self sufficiency, to finish her education 
or acquire the skills needed to support herself and her children. Abuse 
can cause disability and disfigurement, which may at first necessitate 
trips to the hospital or emergency room and later limit ability to work, 
to participate in education or job training programs or to comply with 
benefit requirements.  

Many programs throughout Montana provide short-term assistance, 
but most have limited funding and are regularly full to overflowing. 
Often, the best they can provide is temporary respite without a 
guaranteed bridge to safe, stable, permanent housing. Many women 
are left to choose between facing continued physical, emotional and 
sexual abuse and literal homelessness. Those who have spent their lives 
in poverty - as many American Indian Montanans have - suffer more 
physical and mental health problems than their more fortunate peers. 
This further diminishes their choices and ability to hold meaningful 
work, and increases vulnerability to abuse. 

Montana: Poverty by Race / Ethnicity, 2004 - 200615

Montana United States
Disparity Score 2.61 2.18
All women 16.9% 16.4%
White women 14.9% 11.9%
All minority women 38.8% 25.8%
American Indian/Alaska Native women 48.3% 32.8%
The Henry J. Kaiser Family Foundation: statehealthfacts.org

Data Notes15  
•	 Data for women ages 18-64.
•	 The federal poverty level in 2005 was $19,350 for a family of four.
•	 All Minority women includes Black, Hispanic, Asian American and Native 

Hawaiian/Pacific Islander, American Indian/Alaska Native women, and women 
of two or more races.

•	 Disparity score greater than 1.00 indicates that minority women are doing 
worse than White women. Disparity score less than 1.00 indicates that minority 
women are doing better than White women. Disparity score equal to 1.00 
indicates that minority and White women are doing the same.

•	 Data derived from the Kaiser Family Foundation report, Putting Women’s Health 
Care Disparities on the Map, available at: www.kff.org/womensdisparities/.

•	 Sources:  Current Population Survey, 2004-2006.

American Indian women in Montana 
are significantly more likely than 

their White peers to be 
living in poverty14. 

Disparities 
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Median Household Income by Race / Ethnicity, 2004 - 200616

Montana Montana United States
Disparity Score 2.58 1.82
All women $39,807 $45,000
White women $41,794 $54,536
All minority women $16,200 $30,000
American Indian/Alaska Native women $12,480 $24,000
The Henry J. Kaiser Family Foundation: statehealthfacts.org

 Women Without High School Diploma by Race / Ethnicity, 2004 - 200616

Montana Montana United States
Disparity Score 3.83 3.11
All women 7.7% 12.4%
White women 6.2% 7.3%
All minority women 23.7% 22.8%
American Indian/Alaska Native women 29.8% 18.1%
The Henry J. Kaiser Family Foundation: statehealthfacts.org

Data Notes for All Tables16

•	 Data for women ages 18-64.
•	 The federal poverty level in 2005 was $19,350 for a family of four.
•	 All Minority women includes Black, Hispanic, Asian American and Native 

Hawaiian/Pacific Islander, American Indian/Alaska Native women, and women of 
two or more races.

•	 Disparity score greater than 1.00 indicates that minority women are doing worse 
than White women. Disparity score less than 1.00 indicates that minority women 
are doing better than White women. Disparity score equal to 1.00 indicates that 
minority and White women are doing the same.

•	 Data derived from the Kaiser Family Foundation report, Putting Women’s Health 
Care Disparities on the Map, available at: www.kff.org/womensdisparities/.

Sources:  Current Population Survey, 2004-2006.

No Health Insurance Coverage by Race / Ethnicity, 2004 - 200616

Montana Montana United States
Disparity Score 2.61 2.18
All women 20.1% 17.7%
White women 17.7% 12.8%
All minority women 46.1% 27.9%
American Indian/Alaska Native women 56.1% 33.7%
The Henry J. Kaiser Family Foundation: statehealthfacts.org
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Voices

Silence is broken at the kitchen table. As a survivor of rape and 
stalking, I know that the first time you are ready to talk about it, you 
have to find a very special person to listen to your story. When you 
are a victim, you are afraid to talk about it, because if you begin, you 
will start crying. And if you start crying, you are afraid you will not 
stop. The way you are heard the first time has a dramatic impact on 
how you will heal. 

When we talk about the most recent assault, we don’t bring 
up our experiences of violence at different stages in our lives - as 
infants, toddlers, adolescents, teens, young women, older women, 
grandmothers. Yet we know that is often the case. If you talk to 
someone  who has been a victim of sexual violence, that person needs 
to be at a place of healing herself. You cannot listen if you have not 
addressed your own pain. Because in listening, in trying to help, 
what comes up is your own experience. 

-  Eileen Hudon, Minnesota Coalition for Battered Women
Keynote Speaker, Honoring Native Women by Stopping the Violence 

Conference

Voices

I was working in Walmart. I’d been promoted to front-end manager, and 
that fall, I was supposed to go to a management training program for 
Native American women. I was so proud of myself. In July 2002, we went 
to Indian Days in Browning. At seven on Sunday morning, he called and 
said he’d be back in an hour. I knew he wouldn’t, that he’d be drinking all 
day. I had to be to work in Great Falls by six  the next morning, so I finally 
headed out. I got down the road a little way and realized I had forgotten 
my wallet. My sister came running out with it, but he was right behind 
her. He jumped in, said he wanted a ride to his cousin’s house. Then he 
started asking questions. Before I could answer, I felt a blow to my face. I 
passed out, and when I came to, I saw the bottle he’d hit me with. I didn’t 
realize how severely I was hurt, but there was a gash in my forehead that 
took nine stitches. My nose was broken. It was early morning when I got 
back to my grandma’s house. My baby girl was four, and she woke up. The 
look on her little face was awful.  

I ended resigning my job. I lied and said I’d had an accident...and then I 
moved home. It was the hardest thing  I ever did. In 2003, my daughter’s 
teacher called. “Something  is wrong,” she said. “Your daughter cries every 
day.” 

I went to the school and put my little girl on my lap. “Why do you keep 
crying every day? Is there anything going on?” 

“I thought you were dead,” she told me. “You wouldn’t wake up when I 
called your name, and I thought you were dead.” My husband was formally 
charged but never caught. There’s a warrant out, but he will never come 
back. 

- Barb, Blackfeet Domestic Violence Program
Honoring Native Women by Stopping the Violence Conference
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The annual Survey of the Homeless is designed to gather data on all of 
the homeless persons who can be identified on a single night at the end 
of January. The date is set by the U.S. Department of Housing and Urban 
Development and the survey is  sponsored by the Department of Public 
Health and Human Services. It is administered by volunteers, primarily 
in Montana’s largest communities. The survey cannot be considered a 
census, but it does provide a good point-in-time look at the demographics 
of homelessness as it exists in Montana. Most of the respondents each 
year come from the seven largest  communities.  

On January 29, 2009, 381 Native American persons responded to the 
Survey of the Homeless; together with their family members, they 
comprised a total of 821 persons. Of those, 505 (61.5%) were female. 
These numbers have been climbing since 2007, but jumped even more 
dramatically in 200917.  

Montana 
Survey of the 
Homeless17

American Indians All Races

Respondent Respondent + Family Respondent + Family

20
05 All 291 471 2,097

Female 121 248 920

20
06 All 261 459 2,311

Female 134 287 1,153

20
07 All 245 411 2,217

Female 111 222 1,054

20
08 All 314 535 2,786

Female 143 289 1,301

20
09 All 381 821 3,629

Female 199 505 1,744
Montana Surveys of the Homeless: www.mthomeless.org/2009

Who is Homeless?

On average for the five years that include 2005 - 2009, 142 
Native American women have responded to the annual Survey 

of the Homeless. 

In 200917... 

•	 Of the 821 Native American respondents and family members 
represented in the 2009 Survey, 375 were in Billings, 171 were 
in Kalispell and 158 were in Missoula. 

•	 The majority of Native people identified through the Survey 
were female - 505 of the 821 (62%) respondents and family 
members were female.

•	 83 Native women who were homeless were also pregnant. 

•	 199 of 381 primary respondents were female. 

•	 The 199 primary, female American Indian respondents  to the 
2009 Survey of the Homeless were much more likely to have 
been homeless four or more times during the past three years 
than the group of American Indian respondents as a whole.
•	 Among 381 primary American Indian respondents to 

the  2009 Survey of the Homeless,  145 (38%) had been 
homeless at least twice in the past three years and 60 (16%) 
had been homeless four or more times. 

•	 Among primary female respondents who were American 
Indian, 74 (37%) had been homeless at least twice during 
the past three years, but 50 (25%) had been homeless four 
or more times.
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The Links Between DV and Homelessness 

Domestic violence is consistently identified as a primary cause of 
homelessness by the U.S. Conference of Mayors. Nearly all (92%) 
of homeless women have experienced severe physical and/or sexual 
assault at some point in their lives, and in 22 cities, 15 percent of all 
homeless persons identified were the victims of domestic violence, and 
28 percent of the time, homeless families cited domestic violence as a 
cause of homelessness18. 

The U.S. Conference of Mayors report Hunger and Homelessness  Survey: 
A Status Report on Hunger and Homelessness in America’s Cities (a 25-city 
survey) was released in December 2008. Among families experiencing  
homelessness, the top reason cited was the lack of affordable housing, 
followed by poverty, unemployment and domestic violence. The lack of 
affordable housing is just one primary need, but safe, stable housing 
is critical to breaking the cycle of violence. In fact, victims of domestic 
violence often return to their abusers when they cannot find permanent 
housing. 

When women are denied services, many face a choice between returning 
to their abusers and becoming homeless. PDQ data gathered by the 
Montana Board of Crime Control for calendar year 2008 found that 
98 women had been turned away or referred elsewhere due to  lack of 
space in the shelters receiving federal Victims Of Crime Act (VOCA) 
of Violence Against Women VAWA funds. More than half (49/81 or 
65%) were American Indian women. When there is no safe shelter 
available, women often feel that they have no choice but to return to 
their abusers19.  

Reasons for Homelessness20 

Of the 821 American Indian persons identified during the 2009 
Survey of the Homeless: 
•	 147 (18%) had left their last place of residence because of 

conflict with friends or family; 
•	 58 (7%) had left due to domestic violence. 
•	 226 (28%) had left their last place of residence for “Other” 

(e.g., unspecified) reasons. 

When the data is disaggregated to consider just the experience of 
the 199 female primary respondents, much higher percentages 
cited  conflict or domestic violence than did the group as a whole: 
•	 47 (24%) cited conflict with friends or family; 
•	 23 (12%) cited domestic violence; and 
•	 55 (28%) left their last place of residence for “Other” reasons. 
•	
Additional reasons for leaving the last place of residence included: 

•	 20 had lost their housing due to fire or because the 
housing was condemned; 

•	 43 went to prison and 27 went into the hospital; and

•	 Poverty-based reasons were common: 65 people had been 
evicted, 67 people cited overcrowding, 99 cited lost jobs 
and 133 cited rent problems.

•	 Note: Respondents were encouraged to note as many 
reasons as were applicable.
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Understanding Native women who have survived 
sexual and domestic assault21

•	 SHAME
She believes people will think it’s her fault...not shame on him 
but shame on her.

•	 FEAR OF DISCLOSURE
She fears what he will do and what his family and friends will do. 
Small communities gossip, everyone knows everything - she is 
afraid of reprisals.

•	 BLAME
She blames herself and worries that she won’t be believed.

•	 DISTRUST OF SYSTEM
If nothing happens to him, she is revictimized by the system.

•	 TRAUMA 
There is a strong probability that she is already dealing with 
unresolved trauma - an alcohol- or drug-related sexual assault or a 
history of childhood abuse or incest. 

•	 FAMILIARITY
She knows the offender or the offender is a relative, which makes 
her accessible and vulnerable.

•	 POWERLESSNESS	
In a male-dominated society, women may not be viewed with the 
respect they deserve.

- by Patty McGeshick,  Fort Peck Tribes Family Resource Center

Voices

I was 14 when I got into the relationship. He was 20. I dropped out 
of school in 8th grade because I did not want to live in my home, which 
was consumed with alcohol. I was going to go into my freshman year, 
though. I knew I needed to go back to school and I believed education 
was important – that is how I would do other, bigger and better things 
in my life. He told me, “Okay. Yeah. You go back. You’ll probably find 
someone else your own age. And then you’ll be with him.” 

I said, “I’ll show this man how much I love him.” So I dropped out of 
school and stayed with him. I have five children – four daughters and 
one son. I was in this relationship for ten years. He did many terrible 
things to me. I could tell you blow by blow, but it would take all day. 
He beat me so bad, I have scars on my lips. The worst one on my lip 
couldn’t be stitched, because it was like hamburger. I had skin that 
hung down. A doctor out of the kindness of his heart fixed my lip. He 
stitched it up. 

This man carried so much rage, and yet I loved him with all my heart. 
I wanted normal. I didn’t even know what normal is, but I lived it to 
the best of my ability. But then he almost killed me, and I finally said, 
“No more.”

- Marcella, Blackfeet Domestic Violence Program
Honoring Native Women by Stopping the Violence Conference


