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Key Findings and Recommendations

This report presents findings from the 2025 Poverty in Tucson Field Workshop (PTFW). This report draws on survey data from
290 Tucson households to examine the intersecting dimensions of poverty, with a particular focus on residents in two Thrive
Zones. Findings reveal widespread economic precarity, characterized by low incomes, high rental burdens, and limited
financial resilience. Housing insecurity emerges as a central issue, with rising rents, constrained supply, and informal
displacement pressures forcing many households to make difficult tradeoffs with their basic needs.

Poor housing quality, high utility costs, and extreme heat further exacerbate this hardship, as does food insecurity. Despite the
availability of assistance programs, many eligible households are not enrolled due to informational and access barriers. Health
limitations, caregiving responsibilities, and elevated stress compound these challenges.

Overall, the findings highlight the deeply interconnected nature of housing, health, and economic insecurity. The report
emphasizes the need for coordinated policy responses, including expanded rental assistance, improved access to social
services, investments in housing quality and efficiency, and strengthened food support systems. Doing so would help promote
stability and well-being among Tucson’s most vulnerable residents.



Introduction

The goal of this report is to present the findings of the 2025
Poverty in Tucson Field Workshop (PTFW). This report also
highlights two of Tucson’s thrive communities, which have
been targeted for reinvestment by the city. Overall, we find
that poverty in Tucson is shaped by deeply interconnected
forms of precarity, with housing insecurity at its core and
cascading effects on food access, health, energy burden,
and economic stability. High rental costs, poor housing
quality, and limited access to social services place many
households in positions where they must make difficult
tradeoffs between basic needs. These findings suggest that
comprehensive, accessible, and well-coordinated social
supports should remain a priority at the local level to
mitigate deep poverty and promote resilience among
vulnerable populations.

Methods

This report presents the findings from a survey of 290
households living in Tucson, Arizona. Our partners at the
City of Tucson sent an invitation to eligible residents to
participate in the survey. Interested participants shared
their contact information with the University of Arizona
research team and were contacted during October-
November 2025 by a student researcher. The final sample
included 57 households (20% of total sample) in the 29t
Street Thrive Zone and 40 households (14% of total sample)
from Thrive in the “05.

Figure 1. Sample Distribution
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The survey took on average about 45 minutes with a mix of
closed and open-ended questions. Each interview was
recorded and transcribed using auto-transcription
software. Thirty-seven students completed an average of

eight surveys each. They uploaded the responses to a digital
survey software where the data could be combined into the
PTFW dataset. All respondents were given a $25 gift card to
a local grocery store to thank them for their participation in
the survey. The student researchers presented descriptive
statistics and general recommendations at a community
forum in December 2025.1

The PTFW 2025 Sample

The respondents in the PTFW 2025 sample experienced
precarity across a variety of metrics. The median monthly
household income of the respondents in the PTFW sample
was $2,200, less than half of what the typical household in
Pima County earns.? Households in the 29t Street Thrive
Zone reported a monthly median household income of
$2,650. Thrive in the “05 households had a significantly
lower median household income, reporting $1,642 a
month. Relative to other households in the United States,?
our sample represents some of the most vulnerable in the
nation. Tucson has a poverty rate around 19%, nearly
double the national rate of 10.6%.* Of the PTFW sample,
20% of the respondents were experiencing extreme
poverty, meaning their annual income was 50% or less of
the federal poverty threshold.’

Figure 2. Median Household Income for
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Housing insecurity is fundamental to poverty, making it a
necessary focus of any effective poverty alleviation
strategy.® Households in Thrive in the ‘05 paid a median
rent of $800 per month. Households in 29t Street Thrive



Zone spent $960 per month, similar to the median rent of
households outside the Thrive Zones ($900). Overall,
households in the PTFW sample paid less on average ($890)
than the median rent cost in Tucson ($1,145).” While this
may indicate residents are coping and finding affordable
housing, approximately half of respondents indicated their
rent had increased over the past year (49%) and 76% of
respondents believed their rent would increase in the next
12 months. When asked what they would do if their rent
increased, many respondents said they would be forced to
move. Others said they would cope, even if it meant cutting
back on other needs. As Roberta, a woman with disabilities
that prevent her from working, explained, “l would pay it. |
don’t really have a choice... | would have to get rid of my
internet. | would have to get rid of my cell phone. Not buy
food, not go to the doctor.”

Unfortunately, if current trends are any indication, Robert’s
rent is likely to increase. Rent costs rose 24% between
2020-2023 and dwindling housing supply means rent
increases are likely to accelerate in the near future.®
Residents of Pima County have already witnessed the
declining availability of affordable housing, with demand
for rental units outpacing availability by more than three to

one.?

“I don’t really have a choice... I would
have to get rid of my internet. I would
have to get rid of my cell phone. Not
buy food, not go to the doctor.”

A household is considered to have a high rental burden if
more than 30% of household income is spent on rent. High
rental burden households have less money available to pay
for other household necessities than unburdened
households. In the PTFW sample, two-thirds of households
(65%) were experiencing high rental burden, with 38% of
respondents facing severe rental burden, paying more than
half of their monthly income on rent. Respondents facing
severe rental burden, on average, had $644 remaining to
cover household expenses for the month, including food,
utilities, and childcare. Half of the PTFW respondents (49%)
said they had “just enough” income to cover their expenses.
A concerning share (28%) of households reported they did
“not have enough to make ends meet” on a monthly basis.

This financial precarity means that many of the PTFW
households are unable to cope with an unexpected

Figure 3. More than a quarter of
respondents do not have enough to make
ends meet.
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expense. More than one-third of households (37%)
reported that they would be unable to spare $200 in the
case of an emergency. For the households who could raise
the funds, they relied on strategies such as getting a second
job, selling their belongings, relying on savings, working
extra hours, and borrowing money from friends and family.

The Respondents

In many ways the PTFW sample mirrors the average
household in Pima County. Respondents were 49 years old
on average. Most respondents were white (58%) and
Hispanic (39%), which also approximately reflects the
distribution in Pima County. Of the PTFW sample, 73% had
completed at least some college, with 12% having achieved
an Associate’s degree. While approximately 37% of Pima
County residents possess a Bachelor’s degree or higher, our
sample fell short of that figure at 29%.%° Education is a
predictor of income and housing insecurity.!!

The majority of respondents who participated in the PTFW
survey were women (70%). Studies have shown that
women are more likely to be poor and suffer a wage penalty
in the workforce.?? This is, in part, because of women’s
tendency to be the primary caregivers for their family. For
women with children, 92% were the primary caregiver.
Providing social assistance to women with children can be a
high impact space to improve intergenerational
outcomes. 3 Access and outreach to households with
children eligible for government assistance could be
improved. For example, some respondents missed out on
federal assistance, including Child Tax Credits, if they did
not file taxes.'* Of PTFW caregiving households below the
poverty threshold, 29% did not file taxes, and were
therefore ineligible for tax-based assistance. Although the



number of non-filing households has declined since last
year’s survey, these nonetheless represent a number of
individuals who may be eligible for assistance that did not
receive it.

Unemployment and under-employment are also strong
predictors of housing insecurity. *® Of the PTFW
respondents, 54% were employed. Of the 45% who were
not working, 42% cited health reasons; 30% were retired,
17% were looking for work, 6% were caring for children or
other family members, and 2% were students. Respondents
were primarily employed by private companies (52%),
though a significant portion of respondents identified as
working for the government (19%), a nonprofit organization
(9%), or self-employed (16%). In 2025, more people in
previously secure jobs experienced financial precarity due
to the government shutdown and a decline in grant
funding.1®

Evictions

Approximately 13% of the PTFW said they were behind on
their rent or mortgage payments and were thus at risk for
losing their housing. Sometimes renters face informal
pressure to relocate even without a formal legal request for
eviction.'” Nearly half of renters in the PTFW (43%) felt
pressure from their landlords to move from their home in
the previous six months. Of those who experienced
pressure from their landlords to relocate, over a third (36%)
said the pressure was driven by rising rental costs. Others
reported their landlord had insinuated threats of eviction
(23%) or that their landlord ignored their repair and safety
requests (35%). Respondents’ pressure to move absent an
eviction demonstrates that formal eviction data
underestimates the number of people facing displacement
and housing instability.

Housing Quality

Reports of poor quality and disrepair were common in our
interviews with residents. When asked what they would
change about their current living situation, respondents
cited issues with outdated fixtures, lack of space, poor
maintenance and unit management, disrepair of
appliances, poor efficiency of windows (i.e., letting cool air
escape), and issues with mold and pests. More than a third
of respondents (34%) reported wanting to make repairs to
their home or address outstanding safety concerns. When
asked what they would fix about their home, one
respondent said: “Our AC unit is really old... So summers get
really hot and winters get really cold. We have space
heaters for the winter but the summers get really, really

bad in the house. | don’t think we’ve had our roof fixed in a
long time. The shingles on the roof are really bad, and
particularly in the room where I live ... The roof leaks when
it rains ... And our sewage is really old. We’ve had insurance
come and replace some pipes but it feels like a band-aid.”

Climate predictions anticipate more frequent and
prolonged drought events and higher temperatures across
Arizona in the coming decades.® For this reason, living
safely in Pima County means having housing with reliable
and affordable cooling in the summer months. In the PTFW
sample, respondents sometimes struggled to remain cool in
their households. Over half (60%) reported that at some
point during the summer it was too hot to comfortably live
in their homes. Statewide, Arizonan households spend an
average of $161 per month on their utility bill, an
approximate 15% increase from last year.?® Our sample
reported spending an average of $276 (median $215) on
utilities per month. Over half of respondents (55%)
reported that they were paying more for utilities this year
than in previous years.

Figure 4. Respondents paid significantly more
than the state average on utilities each month.
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To remain cool, respondents relied on various strategies,
including using fans, closing curtains, taking cold showers,
and leaving the house to go to public spaces and cooling
centers to escape the heat. Over a third (34%) of
respondents reported they purchased mobile air
conditioning units to supplement their existing HVAC
system. A quarter (25%) also purchased fans and 22%
reported having to leave their house during the hottest
times of the day. One respondent reported sleeping in his
car due to the extreme heat in his home. Under Arizona law,
any habitable room in a leased property must be able to
maintain a temperature of 82°F or lower in Tucson.?°
However, it is important to note that legal recourse for
tenants whose landlords do not abide by this law is limited.
If a landlord fails to act, Arizona law allows tenants to repair
the issue at their own cost, terminate their lease, or sue for



damages. These options are not financially feasible for
many of our respondents, 37% of whom said they would be
unable to spare $200 in case of an emergency.

A final related theme from our respondents is energy
efficiency. In rental properties, appliances — stoves, air
conditioners or swamp coolers, refrigerators, and the like —
are often included. The inefficiency or disrepair of
appliances has the potential to drive up utility costs for
households. The vast majority of households surveyed
(53%) were experiencing high or severe energy burden,
meaning they spent more than 6% of their income each
month on utilities. 2! Efficient appliances might help to
decrease monthly bills, but when tenants are responsible
for paying for monthly operation, landlords are not
incentivized to invest in more energy and cost-efficient
appliances or insulation. Research has called this a “split-
incentive” which has resulted in many rental properties
having poorer energy efficiency.?

Food Insecurity

It is widely established that housing insecurity is correlated
with food insecurity.?® In our sample, 69% of households
were experiencing some level of food insecurity. This means
that in the past year, they reported having experienced at
least one of the following: feeling hungry because there was
not enough money for food (39%), skipping meals (48%),
eating less than needed (49%), and eating less healthy foods
due to insufficient funds (57%). Often, individuals
experience more than one of these conditions as a part of
their food insecurity. This is the case for “Michael,” who is
featured below (Profile 1).

When asked how they cope with a tight food budget,
respondents reported cooking in bulk, getting food from
food pantries, budgeting and planning meals, buying foods
on sale or with coupons, and relying on government
assistance programs for food assistance. More troubling
strategies included skipping or spacing out meals, eating
smaller portions to make food “stretch,” and buying less
healthy options. Less reported strategies included
borrowing food from family and neighbors, doing odd jobs
or picking up extra hours to afford better food, and limiting
their diet to carb-heavy foods like potatoes and beans and
rice. One respondent explained: “I've given up on buying a

lot of different fresh vegetables, because they go bad so
quickly ... I can't afford that kind of thing.” For individuals
experiencing food insecurity, only 34% reported accessing
free community food resources in the week prior to the
survey. While this underutilization is concerning, our survey
suggests that these resources may be insufficient to solve
problems our respondents are facing, including access to
fresh foods on a regular basis.

In a similar vein, in our interviews we found that there was
a significant underutilization of programs like SNAP and
TANF. Of those who were eligible for SNAP, nearly a quarter
(23%) were not enrolled. Similarly, only 5% of eligible
households were enrolled in TANF. Over half (52%) of
impoverished individuals said they faced challenges
accessing government or state-sponsored services because
they didn’t know whether they qualified. Over a third (39%)
said they didn’t know where to go to find out about services
they may be eligible for. This suggests there is a service gap
in Tucson, where not everyone who is eligible for services
can access them. The 2025 PTFW were collected prior to the
dramatic decreases in SNAP eligibility due to stricter work
requirements implemented in the 2025 One Big Beautiful
Bill Act. It is likely we will see greater rates of food insecurity
in our 2026 dataset.

Transportation

Having access to reliable, affordable transportation helps
alleviate poverty and increase social mobility.2* Since 2020,
Tucson’s public transit has offered free fares to riders.?® In
the PTFW sample, households in the 29" Street Thrive Zone
and Thrive in the ‘05 were more likely to use public transit
than individuals outside of the Thrive Zones. Nearly half
(48%) of households in the 29" Street Thrive Zone reported
using the bus at least once or twice a month and over half

Figure 5. Most individuals who use public
transport are satisfied with the service.
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Profile 1: Michael is a renter in Tucson who lives below the poverty line. Like many Tucsonans, Michael has been affected by the
rising costs of groceries and has struggled to make ends meet since he is on a fixed income. Although he has already made
several lifestyle changes, including getting rid of his cable and downgrading his phone plan, he still often finds himself skipping

meals or eating less food than he would like because of financial constraints. He is concerned that his rent will continue to
increase and reports the cost of groceries and living expenses as a major source of stress in his life.




of households (55%) in Thrive in the ‘05 reported bus usage.
Only a third of households (36%) outside the Thrive Zones
reported having ever used the bus system in Tucson.

Respondents who were unsatisfied with public transit often
cited long wait times and confusing routes as key factors in
their decision. One respondent explained: “The time
transfers is [sic] the biggest [problem] yet. There’s multiple
places you can go in Tucson on done bus, but a lot of places
you have to take two or three buses. Often the transfer
buses come five minutes before it’s actually supposed to
come, so then you’re sitting at a bus stop for a half hour.”
Other respondents also often cited poor communication
regarding arrival and departure times as sources of
dissatisfaction. However, many individuals, like “Lois,” still
rely on public transit to get around the city (Profile 2).

Mental and Physical Health

Many of our respondents had mental or physical conditions
that prevented them from participating fully in the
workforce. Of the respondents who didn’t participate in the
paid workforce, 42% cited a medical disability as the
primary reason. A majority (52%) reported having a physical
or mental condition that reduced the amount of activity
they could participate in at home, work, or in their leisure
activities. Still, most (53%) of the respondents rated their
overall health as “Excellent” or “Good.”?®

It is stressful to navigate financial and housing insecurity.?’
More than a third (35%) of the sample reported indicators
of high or extreme stress.?® Unsurprisingly, respondents
experiencing poverty were more than twice as likely to
report extreme stress than those who were living above the
poverty line. These patterns highlight the need to situate
health and stress within broader structural conditions of
poverty and housing instability.

Recommendations

Given the challenges and intersectional nature of housing
insecurity, we offer the following recommendations:

Continue and expand rental assistance for low-income
families. Rental assistance plays an essential role in
supporting Tucson’s most vulnerable residents. Housing
instability is closely associated with food insecurity and
poorer mental and physical health outcomes. Data from our

2023 survey shows that most respondents relied on rental
assistance to address overdue expenses and sustain their

housing. With the expiration of ERAP in October 2023,
however, households already experiencing acute housing
precarity face an elevated risk of descending into persistent
poverty. National evidence further indicates that housing
subsidy programs are effective tools for alleviating housing
instability.?®

Provide Tax Support and Information. The Federal Earned
Income Tax Credit EITC represents a significant source of
financial support for low-income households, yet not all
eligible families benefit from it due to non-filing. 3 As a
result, access to tax preparation assistance constitutes a
critical community-based service, helping ensure that
households claim the benefits available to them rather than
forgoing much-needed resources. Facilitating tax filing
remains an important mechanism for connecting low-
income families to existing forms of economic support.

Expand eligibility for Arizona DES Assistance. It is
imperative that Arizona sustain and expand rental
assistance programs to address gaps in support. One key
step would be broadening eligibility for Arizona DES Cash
and Rental Assistance to include housing-insecure residents
who previously benefited from ERAP. In late 2023, it was
estimated that approximately 17,000 households that had
received ERAP aid were rendered ineligible for DES-funded

rental assistance. 3! This  restriction warrants
reconsideration. Revising exclusionary criteria would help
ensure that households — especially those facing

compounded vulnerabilities — retain access to essential
housing support. Moreover, given the substantial under-
enrollment in social services identified in our report,
coordinated efforts by state agencies and nonprofit
organizations are necessary to more effectively connect
eligible households to available resources.

Improve quality and energy efficiency of rental properties.
Improving the quality and energy efficiency of rental
housing should be a central policy priority, particularly in
the context of a constrained rental market where
availability often eclipses other considerations. Efforts to
enhance efficiency could include the installation of energy-
saving infrastructure and the promotion of tenant practices

Profile 2: Lois is a 49-year-old woman who recently separated from her husband. She is now the sole caregiver for her child, which
has presented several financial challenges to her family. Although she receives stable income from social security and disability as a
result of her health troubles, Lois is still on the cusp of poverty. She reports she has just enough to get by, however, her financial

situation is also complicated by transit in Tucson. Lois relies on the bus to get to her medical appointments. When bus service
timing is unreliable, Lois has to rely on more expensive rideshare options to ensure she can still qualify for the services she needs.




that reduce consumption, such as the use of smart
thermostats, routine filter maintenance, and passive
cooling strategies. These goals may also be advanced
through the adoption of minimum efficiency standards for
rental properties, including requirements for double-glazed
windows, water-conserving fixtures, and properly sealed
doors. At the same time, improving accessibility must
remain a key consideration: features such as handrails,
ramps, and elevators are particularly important in low-
income housing, where rates of disability and mobility
limitations are disproportionately high.

Access to food. Food access remains a persistent challenge,
even in the presence of well-established services and
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