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Abstract

This paper explores the transformative work of Living Independently for
Today and Tomorrow (LIFTT), a Center for Independent Living serving 18
counties in South Central and Eastern Montana. Through a
multidisciplinary and postmodern lens, the paper examines the unique
characteristics of the region, the challenges posed by geographic isolation,
economic disparities, and cultural diversity, and the strategies employed by
LIFTT to empower individuals with disabilities. It highlights the
organization’s innovative approaches, including leveraging technology,
fostering partnerships, and engaging communities, as well as its advocacy
efforts to address systemic barriers.

LIFTT’s steady growth and commitment to inclusivity are positioned as a
model for rural disability services, offering a vision of progress that blends
tradition with innovation. The paper concludes with a call to action for
policymakers, community leaders, individuals, and organizations to
collaborate in creating a future where independence thrives across rural
Montana. This work underscores the potential for transformative change in
even the most remote and underserved areas, affirming LIFTT's role as a
beacon of hope and empowerment.
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6 A Call to Action
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1. Introduction: Contextualizing LIFTT's Mission in South Central and
Eastern Montana



1.1. Overview of LIFTT and its mission.

In the vast landscapes of South Central and Eastern Montana, the
challenges of rural living converge with the aspirations for independence
among individuals with disabilities. This region, characterized by sprawling
counties, sparse populations, and significant cultural diversity, presents a
complex canvas for service delivery. Living Independently for Today and
Tomorrow (LIFTT) emerges as a transformative force within this context —
a Center for Independent Living (CIL) committed to empowering individuals
to navigate and transcend barriers, fostering inclusion and self-
determination.

1.2. Challenges and opportunities in rural Montana.

Montana's geography often defines its reality: the expanse of its rural areas
contrasts sharply with the connectivity and accessibility found in urban
centers. In this juxtaposition lies the essence of LIFTT's mission. By
addressing the needs of unserved and underserved communities, LIFTT
not only facilitates access to essential resources but also serves as a
beacon of innovation, adaptability, and resilience. The organization's work
is not merely a response to challenges; it is a proactive reimagining of what
independence can look like in some of the most remote and underserved
parts of the United States.

This paper explores the counties that comprise LIFTT's service area,
highlighting their unique characteristics and the challenges they represent.
It delves into the transformative strategies employed by LIFTT and
envisions an optimistic, innovative future for the organization and the region
it serves. By intertwining insights from multiple disciplines — sociology,
economics, policy analysis, and disability studies — this discussion aims to
establish LIFTT as a model for progress and inclusivity in rural America.

2. A Tapestry of Counties: Characteristics and Challenges

The 18 counties within LIFTT’s service area form a diverse and expansive
tapestry of communities, each with its own identity, strengths, and barriers.
Spanning South Central and Eastern Montana, these counties embody the



interplay of opportunity and isolation that defines rural life. The unique
characteristics of each county — from the vast prairies of Garfield to the
bustling energy of Yellowstone — paint a vivid picture of a region that is as
challenging as it is inspiring.

2.1. Demographic and Economic Diversity

The counties served by LIFTT encompass a wide spectrum of demographic
and geographic realities. For instance, Big Horn County is marked by its
rich Native American heritage, with over 66% of its population identifying as
Native American. In contrast, counties like Carbon and Richland exhibit
predominantly White populations with small but vital pockets of diversity.
Each county’s cultural composition influences the way disability services
are perceived and accessed, underscoring the need for tailored
approaches.

Economically, the region presents a mosaic of opportunity and hardship.
Median household incomes vary dramatically, from $44,107 in Prairie
County to $83,750 in Fallon County. These disparities reflect not only
economic activity but also access to resources like healthcare, education,
and technology. LIFTT’s work must navigate these nuances, ensuring
equity in service delivery while addressing the systemic inequities that
perpetuate poverty and marginalization.

2.2. Geographic and Infrastructure Barriers

Montana’s vast geography poses a significant hurdle. Many of the counties
in LIFTT’s service area, such as Garfield and Powder River, have
population densities of fewer than one person per square mile, making
them among the least densely populated in the nation. This level of
remoteness complicates transportation, communication, and service
delivery, creating unique logistical challenges.

The absence of robust infrastructure exacerbates these challenges. For
example, limited access to public transportation isolates individuals with
disabilities, curbing their ability to access employment, healthcare, and
social opportunities. In counties like Treasure and Golden Valley, where
populations are particularly sparse, physical and social isolation is a daily
reality that LIFTT must counter with innovative outreach and community
engagement strategies.



2.3. Disability Prevalence and its Impacts

Disability rates across the service area highlight the critical need for
LIFTT’s work. In Prairie County, for instance, 18% of residents under the
age of 65 live with a disability — a rate significantly higher than national
averages. Even in more populous counties like Yellowstone, where 8.9% of
individuals under 65 experience disabilities, the sheer number translates to
over 15,000 people requiring tailored support.

This prevalence of disability intersects with other systemic challenges.
Many individuals face poverty, inadequate healthcare, and aging housing
stock ill-suited to their needs. The complexity of these issues requires
LIFTT to adopt holistic strategies that address the intersectionality of
disability, economic hardship, and geographic isolation.

2.4. Growth and Community Collaboration

Despite these challenges, the story of LIFTT’s service area is one of
resilience and possibility. The steady growth in consumers served by LIFTT
— from 348 in the 2020-2021 fiscal year to 798 in 2023-2024 — illustrates
the organization’s expanding impact. Counties like Dawson and
Yellowstone have witnessed significant increases in service delivery,
reflecting LIFTT’s commitment to outreach and innovation.

Collaboration has been key to this progress. Strategic partnerships with
local organizations, governments, and communities have allowed LIFTT to
amplify its efforts. In underserved areas like Musselshell and Carter
counties, LIFTT’s presence is growing, driven by a determination to leave
no community behind.

3. Navigating Complexity: Challenges for Centers for Independent
Living

Operating in the expansive and diverse region of South Central and
Eastern Montana, LIFTT encounters challenges that are as vast as the land
itself. As a Center for Independent Living (CIL), LIFTT’s mission is to



empower individuals with disabilities to achieve independence. Yet, this
mission unfolds within a complex landscape of systemic, geographic, and
cultural barriers. Navigating these complexities requires a combination of
resilience, adaptability, and innovation.

3.1. Geographic Isolation and Accessibility

The sprawling geography of Montana’s counties creates significant
logistical challenges. With many areas classified as remote or frontier,
services are often hours away, making travel both time-consuming and
costly. For individuals with disabilities, the lack of accessible transportation
infrastructure compounds this issue, effectively cutting them off from
essential services like healthcare, education, and employment. LIFTT must
employ creative solutions, such as virtual service delivery and mobile
outreach programs, to bridge these physical distances.

3.2. Economic Inequality and Resource Scarcity

Economic disparities across the service area pose additional hurdles. Many
counties, such as Prairie and Garfield, exhibit median household incomes
well below national averages. These financial constraints are mirrored in
the resources available to local governments and nonprofit organizations.
For LIFTT, this means working within constrained budgets while addressing
the multifaceted needs of consumers who often face poverty,
unemployment, and housing instability.

Resource scarcity is particularly pronounced in the availability of healthcare
and assistive technology. In rural and remote counties, specialized medical
care and adaptive equipment are often unavailable locally, necessitating
long-distance travel or exorbitant expenses. LIFTT’s role in connecting
consumers to these critical resources is not only vital but transformative.

3.3. Cultural and Social Barriers

Cultural perceptions of disability significantly influence the effectiveness of
service delivery. In many of LIFTT’s counties, traditional attitudes may
stigmatize individuals with disabilities or view them as dependent rather
than independent. These social constructs can deter individuals from



seeking the support they need, creating an invisible barrier to
independence.

Moreover, cultural diversity adds complexity to service delivery. Counties
like Big Horn and Rosebud, with their significant Native American
populations, highlight the need for culturally sensitive approaches. LIFTT
must navigate these cultural landscapes with care, incorporating respect for
local traditions and values into its service models.

3.4. Policy and Advocacy Challenges

Navigating the policy environment is another significant challenge for ClLs
like LIFTT. Rural areas often lack robust advocacy networks, leaving
systemic issues such as inadequate housing, limited public transportation,
and inaccessible infrastructure unaddressed. LIFTT’s advocacy efforts
must fill this void, pushing for policy changes that prioritize disability
inclusion and rural accessibility.

The absence of comprehensive data on rural disability issues further
complicates advocacy. Without detailed statistics, policymakers may
overlook the unique challenges faced by these communities. LIFTT’s data-
driven approach to documenting consumer needs and outcomes serves as
a critical tool for shaping both local and state-level policies.

3.5. Organizational Sustainability

As LIFTT expands its reach and services, sustaining growth becomes an
ongoing challenge. Recruiting and retaining skilled staff in rural areas is
difficult, with professionals often drawn to urban centers offering higher
salaries and amenities. Additionally, securing consistent funding streams is
an uphill battle, requiring LIFTT to balance grant applications, donor
outreach, and innovative revenue-generating programs.

Innovation is not merely a strategy but a necessity. LIFTT must continually

explore new ways to deliver services efficiently, from leveraging technology
for telehealth and virtual workshops to piloting community-based programs

that address local needs. These efforts are critical to overcoming the inertia
that can stymie progress in underserved areas.

4. Empowering Possibility: Strategies for Success



LIFTT’s role as a transformative agent in South Central and Eastern
Montana demands an approach that transcends traditional service delivery.
Empowering individuals with disabilities in rural and remote areas requires
bold strategies, innovative solutions, and an unwavering commitment to
fostering independence. By leveraging its expertise and embracing
collaboration, LIFTT has positioned itself as a model for creating impactful
change in underserved regions.

4.1. Leveraging Technology for Inclusion

One of LIFTT’s most promising strategies lies in the integration of
technology to bridge geographic and social gaps. Virtual platforms can
revolutionize service delivery by offering remote access to essential
resources, workshops, and counseling services. Telehealth, for example,
enables individuals in remote counties like Powder River and Garfield to
receive specialized care without the burden of long travel distances.
Assistive technology further empowers individuals by enhancing their ability
to navigate daily challenges. From adaptive tools for mobility to
communication devices, LIFTT’s efforts to connect consumers with cutting-
edge solutions exemplify its commitment to innovation.

4.2. Building Strategic Partnerships

Collaboration is a cornerstone of LIFTT’s success. By forging alliances with
local governments, tribal councils, healthcare providers, and community
organizations, LIFTT amplifies its reach and impact. In counties like Big
Horn and Rosebud, partnerships with Native American communities foster
culturally tailored services that respect and incorporate local traditions.
Moreover, regional collaborations help address systemic barriers. For
example, advocating for expanded public transportation systems through
partnerships with county officials and transportation authorities could
significantly enhance mobility for individuals with disabilities across the
service area.

4.3. Expanding Community Engagement
LIFTT’s ability to engage communities directly is pivotal to its mission.

Town hall meetings, local events, and educational campaigns raise
awareness of disability rights and resources, empowering individuals to



seek support. In underserved counties like Musselshell and Treasure,
these grassroots initiatives create critical connections between LIFTT and
those who may otherwise remain isolated.

Volunteer programs and peer mentorship further strengthen community
bonds. Empowering individuals with disabilities to mentor others fosters a
sense of belonging and shared purpose while demonstrating the power of
independence in action.

4.4. Advocacy as a Catalyst for Change

Policy advocacy is another essential strategy for achieving systemic
transformation. By presenting data-driven insights to policymakers, LIFTT
can push for legislative changes that prioritize accessibility and inclusion in
rural areas. For instance, advocating for the expansion of broadband
infrastructure would support both virtual service delivery and broader
community connectivity.

LIFTT’s advocacy also extends to ensuring compliance with the Americans
with Disabilities Act (ADA) across its service area. Encouraging local
businesses and public institutions to embrace universal design principles
transforms communities into more inclusive environments for all residents.

4.5. Cultivating a Culture of Innovation

Innovation is at the heart of LIFTT’s mission. Piloting new programs and
testing creative solutions enable the organization to adapt to the unique
challenges of each county it serves. For instance, establishing mobile
resource units could bring essential services to remote communities, while
co-working spaces equipped with adaptive technologies could support
entrepreneurship among individuals with disabilities.

Furthermore, fostering a culture of innovation within the organization itself
ensures sustained progress. Encouraging staff to think creatively, pursue
professional development, and contribute ideas builds a dynamic team
capable of tackling even the most complex challenges.

4.6. Emphasizing Holistic Approaches



To address the intersectionality of disability, poverty, and geographic
isolation, LIFTT adopts a holistic approach to service delivery. This means
going beyond addressing immediate needs to tackle systemic issues like
housing, education, and employment. For example, partnering with housing
developers to create accessible, affordable housing options can provide a
stable foundation for individuals seeking greater independence.

LIFTT also emphasizes the importance of mental health, recognizing that
emotional well-being is integral to overall independence. Integrating mental
health services into its offerings ensures that consumers receive
comprehensive support tailored to their unique circumstances.

With these strategies, LIFTT not only meets the immediate needs of its
consumers but also lays the groundwork for long-term transformation.

5. The Future of Rural Independence: A Vision of Progress

The future of South Central and Eastern Montana holds immense promise,
shaped by the steadfast efforts of organizations like LIFTT. As a Center for
Independent Living, LIFTT is uniquely positioned to redefine what
independence means for individuals with disabilities in rural and remote
areas. By embracing innovation, collaboration, and resilience, LIFTT can
drive a vision of progress that transforms not only lives but entire
communities.

5.1. Reimagining Accessibility in Rural Communities

The future demands a bold reimagining of accessibility in rural areas. By
integrating universal design principles into community planning, LIFTT can
work with local governments to ensure that public spaces, housing, and
transportation systems are inclusive and navigable for all. Counties like
Yellowstone and Richland, with growing populations, present opportunities
to model accessible urban-rural integration, setting a benchmark for other
regions.

Emerging technologies, such as smart home systems and telehealth
platforms, offer transformative potential. By advocating for the deployment
of these technologies in underserved counties, LIFTT can empower
individuals to live independently while remaining connected to essential
resources.



5.2. Expanding the Reach of LIFTT’s Mission

The path forward involves expanding LIFTT’s geographic and
programmatic reach. Establishing satellite offices or mobile service units in
highly remote areas like Carter and Treasure counties can ensure that no
community is left behind. These hubs could provide not only direct services
but also act as centers for advocacy, education, and community-building.
Programmatically, LIFTT can explore initiatives that address emerging
needs, such as aging in place for older adults with disabilities and
supporting youth transitions to adulthood. These programs would not only
meet critical gaps but also position LIFTT as a leader in forward-thinking
disability services.

5.3. Cultivating Regional and National Partnerships

Collaboration will remain at the heart of progress. By forming alliances with
regional and national organizations, LIFTT can amplify its impact.
Partnerships with educational institutions could foster research on rural
disability issues, while collaborations with technology companies could
bring cutting-edge solutions to the service area.

Additionally, participating in national conversations about rural accessibility
and disability rights can elevate LIFTT’s profile, allowing it to influence
policy and funding decisions that benefit rural communities across the
country.

5.4. Fostering a Culture of Empowerment

Empowerment is both a goal and a strategy for the future. LIFTT’s work in
peer mentoring, volunteerism, and community engagement demonstrates
that independence is not achieved in isolation but through collective effort.
Expanding these programs will create a culture where individuals with
disabilities are seen as leaders and contributors, reshaping societal
perceptions and fostering inclusion.

Educational campaigns aimed at shifting attitudes toward disability can
further enhance this cultural shift. By highlighting success stories and
promoting the contributions of individuals with disabilities, LIFTT can inspire
a new narrative of empowerment and possibility.



5.5. Envisioning Long-Term Sustainability

Sustainability is a cornerstone of LIFTT’s vision for the future. Securing
diverse funding streams, from grants and donations to social enterprise
initiatives, will ensure that the organization remains resilient in the face of
economic uncertainties. Exploring opportunities for fee-based services or
partnerships with private enterprises can also contribute to financial
stability.

Internally, investing in staff development and organizational innovation will
build a team equipped to tackle future challenges. A focus on sustainability
ensures that LIFTT’s impact endures, benefiting generations to come.

5.6. Inspiring Rural Transformation

Ultimately, LIFTT’s vision extends beyond serving individuals to inspiring
transformation across rural Montana. By addressing systemic barriers and
fostering inclusion, LIFTT contributes to the creation of communities where
independence is not only possible but celebrated. Counties like Big Horn
and Rosebud, rich in cultural heritage, exemplify the potential for blending
tradition with progress to create inclusive environments.

This vision is one of optimism and possibility, grounded in the belief that
every challenge is an opportunity for growth. As LIFTT continues its
journey, it stands as a beacon of hope and innovation, charting a path
toward a future where rural independence thrives.

6. A Call to Action

The work of Living Independently for Today and Tomorrow (LIFTT) is a
testament to the power of vision, resilience, and collaboration in
transforming lives and communities. Across the 18 counties of South
Central and Eastern Montana, LIFTT has not only addressed immediate
needs but also laid the foundation for a future defined by inclusion,
empowerment, and independence. Yet, the journey toward rural
transformation is far from complete. It is a collective endeavor that
demands the engagement of individuals, communities, and institutions
alike.



This paper has highlighted the unique characteristics and challenges of
LIFTT’s service area, the complexities of delivering independent living
services in rural and remote contexts, and the innovative strategies that
have positioned LIFTT as a model of progress. However, these efforts must
be sustained and amplified to ensure lasting impact. To achieve this, we
must all embrace a shared responsibility in fostering a more equitable and
inclusive society.

To policymakers: Recognize the urgent need for systemic change that

prioritizes accessibility, rural infrastructure, and disability rights. Support

legislation and funding that address the unique challenges faced by rural
communities, ensuring that no one is left behind.

To community leaders and organizations: Forge partnerships and
collaborations that amplify the reach and impact of disability services.
Embrace universal design principles and create environments that
celebrate diversity and inclusion.

To individuals: Advocate for change, challenge stereotypes, and lend your
voice to the movement for rural accessibility and empowerment. Volunteer,
mentor, or simply spread the word about LIFTT’s mission and work.

To LIFTT and similar organizations: Continue to innovate, adapt, and
lead with compassion. Embrace the challenges as opportunities for growth
and remain steadfast in the commitment to empowering independence.
The future of South Central and Eastern Montana is one of boundless
potential. Together, we can build communities where independence is not a
distant dream but a lived reality for all. LIFTT has shown that
transformation is possible; it is now up to all of us to ensure that this vision
is realized.

The call is clear. The time is now. Let us move forward together, with
optimism and determination, toward a future where independence knows
no boundaries.

Carlos A. Ramalho, Executive Director

LIFTT - Living Independently for Today & Tomorrow
www.liftt.org

1241 Crawford Drive, Billings, MT 59102

Email carlosr@liftt.org



http://www.liftt.org/
mailto:carlosr@liftt.org

Telephone (406) 259-5181

Facsimile (406) 259-5259

Direct (406) 294-5190

LIFTT is a Montana 501(c)3 corporation organized as a Center for
Independent Living (CIL) with offices in Billings and Glendive. LIFTT
provides services to people with disabilities in 18 counties in South and
Central Eastern Montana: Big Horn, Carbon, Carter, Custer, Dawson,
Fallon, Garfield, Golden Valley, McCone, Musselshell, Powder River,
Prairie, Richland, Rosebud, Stillwater, Treasure, Wibaux, and Yellowstone.
Download our Apple or Google Play mobile app.

Donate through https://liftt.org/get-involved/donate-support/



https://apps.apple.com/us/app/liftt/id1629717788?itsct=apps_box_link&itscg=30200
https://play.google.com/store/apps/details?id=org.liftt.app&hl=en_US&gl=US
https://liftt.org/get-involved/donate-support/
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