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While per capita income is commonly used to 
measure area economic well-being, it is only an 
average and it tells us nothing about how income 
is distributed among the population.  Another 
measure of area economic well-being is the 
poverty rate.  Poverty threshold levels are 
calculated by the U.S. Census Bureau.  These 
are income levels for households considered to 
be minimums if household individuals are to 
have sufficient income for necessities such as 
food, housing, energy, transportation, etc.  
Individuals living in households below these 
income thresholds are considered to be in 

poverty.  It is important to realize that income 
thresholds used in making poverty estimates do 
not take into consideration variations in the cost 
of living, even though these are substantial 
across the United States.  As a result, these 
poverty estimates can over-estimate actual 
poverty levels in low cost areas and under-
estimate poverty levels in high cost areas.   
 
Figure 22 shows poverty levels over time for 
Madison and Beaverhead Counties, as well as 
for Montana and the U.S. as a whole. 

Figure 22: Area Poverty Rates Over Time

14.6%

11.8% 12.3% 12.4%

18.4% 18.6%

16.1%

13.1%
12.1%

17.1%

14.6%

11.8%

0%

2%

4%

6%

8%

10%

12%

14%

16%

18%

20%

Madison Co. Beaverhead Co. Montana U.S.

Po
pu

la
tio

n 
Pe

rc
en

t i
n 

Po
ve

rt
y

'79
'89
'99

 
 
The poverty rate for individuals in Madison 
County rose from 14.6 percent in 1979 to 18.4 
percent in 1989, before declining to 12.1 percent 
in 1999.   In Beaverhead County, poverty rose 
from 11.8 percent to 18.6 percent in 1989 and 
then declined only marginally to 17.1 percent in 
1999.  So, while per capita income in 
Beaverhead County is considerably higher than 
in Madison County in recent years, the poverty 
rate in Beaverhead County is much higher.  
Poverty levels statewide have followed similar 
patterns, but have been less extreme in 
fluctuations.  This is particularly the case in 
viewing the poverty rate nationwide which has 
fluctuated very little, rising from 12.4 percent in 

1979 to 13.1 percent in 1989, and back to 11.8 
percent in 1999.   
 
These fluctuations indicate that economic 
conditions worsened considerably in the two 
counties in Montana during the 1980s, with 
marginal improvement in the 1990s in 
Beaverhead County and rather significant 
improvement in Madison County.  But, this is 
not the same story that could be told based 
solely upon per capita income trends and levels. 
 
Another way of gauging area economic well-
being is median income.  Median income is 
estimated for households and families in the 


