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On Wednesday, Maricopa County_released the results of its Tuesday, January 28th, county-wide
Point in Time (PIT) count. 9,734 people were counted that day as experiencing homelessness in
Maricopa County. The main headline was that the number increased by 3% over 2024, but the
deeper underlying area was that the unsheltered homeless population had risen a dramatic 28%.

Maricopa County Point-in-Time homeless count

Sheltered people are in emergency shelters, transitional housing or save haven programs.
Unsheltered people are on the streets or other place not meant for human habitation.
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Source: Maricopa Association of Govermments - There was no unsheltered count in 2012 because the Maricopa
Regional Continuum of Care decided to focus effarts on refining the PIT Count methodology. There was na count in

On January 28, volunteers and city workers across Maricopa county municipalities fanned out
across their respective communities to try and spot people who might be homeless in what is
called the annual “Point in Time” Homelessness count. Once found, a person is asked where they
slept that night and a series of other questions, including if there were others in their group at


https://azmag.gov/Portals/0/Documents/MagContent/2025-PIT-Count-Report-Final.pdf?ver=K1t8iP4AM8b9biH2JMJ7Mw%3d%3d
https://azmag.gov/Programs/Homelessness/Data/Point-In-Time-Homelessness-Count
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night. The surveys are required by the federal Department of Housing and Urban Development
(HUD). Typically the numbers become the official count of the number of people experiencing
homelessness.

That figure is an undercount, probably a significant undercount. The National Law Center on Law
and Poverty reported many of the systemic limitations of the Point in Time count in 2017 in their
report, “Don’t Count on It.” The U.S. Dept of Education collects data on students who experience
homelessness during the school year and in 2021-2022, 18,000 Arizona school children are
estimated to have experienced homelessness. Sixty percent of these students are chronically
absent from school. Thus, homelessness and housing insecurity are much larger than the Point in
Time Count suggests.

For the Point in Time Count the shelter count should be fairly accurate, only limited to the degree
some housing options are excluded. Excluded options might be a shelter that does not get federal
money and does not participate or someone normally unsheltered who happens to have gotten a
cheap motel room that night.

The decline in sheltered homeless was attributed fo a loss of federal funding for more than 1.000
shelter beds. Federal funding has also been critical to supporting cooling centers—and that
money, too, has diminished, creating real public health threats. Take Tempe as an illustration both
of the undercount of unsheltered homeless people as well as the loss of cooling centers.

Counting people living on the streets or in vehicles is a significant challenge. Logically, most
people would realize that trying to find all the people living on the streets in a morning is virtually
impossible, especially with the relatively small numbers of people doing the count. Yet, when
these homeless census figures are cited, they are often not contextualized as being an
undercount.

To get a sense of the undercount, the research director of the Grand Canyon Institute and a
volunteer who works with the homeless went to the Tuesday event hosted by the Aris Foundation
at Broadway and McClintock in Tempe in the early evening of the day in which the Point in Time
account occurred. The Aris Foundation gatherings are attended by a wide range of people, from
those who are unhoused, to those in shelters as well as housed people with low incomes. Aris
provides a range of services, such as clothes, medical checks, and free basic cell phones in
addition to a free meal.

While it starts at 5 p.m., people begin lining up for food and clothes early. GCI focused on the
food line and interviewed 33 people before the event began. Of the 33, 15 were people who had
slept on the streets the previous night in Tempe. Only 4 of the 15 people, however, had been
surveyed by the Point in Time count.

What's the likelihood that the Point in Time Count actually reached HALF the unsheltered
population in Tempe?

GCIl conducted a binomial test (counted v. non counted) to test the probability that if the true
likelihood of being surveyed was 50%, what was the likelihood if you found 15 unsheltered people
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https://files.hudexchange.info/resources/documents/PIT-Count-Methodology-Guide.pdf
https://homelesslaw.org/wp-content/uploads/2018/10/HUD-PIT-report2017.pdf
https://nche.ed.gov/wp-content/uploads/2023/12/SY-21-22-EHCY-Data-Summary_FINAL.pdf
https://azmag.gov/Newsroom/News-Releases/point-in-time-homeless-count-sees-increase-in-people-living-unsheltered
https://azmag.gov/Newsroom/News-Releases/point-in-time-homeless-count-sees-increase-in-people-living-unsheltered
https://www.socscistatistics.com/tests/binomial/default2.aspx
http://www.grandcanyoninstitute.org
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that only 4 of them would be surveyed. The result was about 4% of the time. That was assuming
people on the street only had a 50% chance of being surveyed. A similar test would be to think of
a coin flip and how often heads would come up no more than 4 times out of 15. You would find
the probability is 6%.

Even though one should be careful about generalizing about a sample of 15 people, this sample
suggests quite clearly that fewer than half of Tempe’s unsheltered population were likely included
in its Point in Time survey.

The Point in Time count only needs to reach one person in a group that sleeps together to count
everyone, since how many people in your “household” is one of the questions. While some
unsheltered people sleep with others, relatively few do. One of the volunteers in Tempe’s Point in
Time Count indicated in their assigned area only one person surveyed was with at least one other
person that night. Six of the 15 surveyed at Aris indicated being part of a group of at least two,
and they represented two of the four who were counted.

Making that adjustment did little to improve the likelihood of being counted. The 15 people
surveyed at Aris represented 24 unsheltered people, including others in their group, of whom only
6 were counted. However, GCI estimates that up to 8 of them might have been counted based on
people who were not surveyed but had group members not present at Aris. A binomial test found
that only modestly improved the likelihood that half of Tempe’s unsheltered population was
counted to 7.5 percent.

Tempe’s official PIT count of the unsheltered was 306, the highest in Maricopa County outside of
Phoenix, but it's highly likely that the actual number is at least 700. This illustrates how
unsheltered people are systematically undercounted by the Point in Time survey.

The Point in Time survey does tell us a great deal about the people who were surveyed as many
important questions are asked. We just should not expect that the “census” is accurate, especially
as it relates to people who are “unsheltered.”

Summer Heat Threat

Three kinds of heat relief are offered in the summer. The resource directory is here.
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https://www.omnicalculator.com/statistics/coin-flip-probability
https://www.socscistatistics.com/tests/binomial/default2.aspx
https://azmag.gov/Portals/0/Documents/MagContent/2025-PIT-Count-Report-Final.pdf?ver=K1t8iP4AM8b9biH2JMJ7Mw%3d%3d
https://azmag.gov/Programs/Heat-Relief-Network/Heat-Relief-Network-Directories
http://www.grandcanyoninstitute.org
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Hydration Station Sites: Indoor or outdoor locations where you can receive water
and other heat relief supplies.

Cooling Centers: Indoor, air-conditioned locations to receive water.

Respite Centers: Indoor, air-conditioned location to receive water and rest, sitting,

or lying down during hours of operation.

Hydration centers are locations that offer water. Cooling centers are inside air conditioned areas
that have water and where people might stay. Some may also allow pets (as many folks on the
streets have pets for company). Respite Centers more consistently enable longer times of resting
or sitting or lying down, along with snacks and water and typically space for pets. Some also offer
services like showers or laundry. Because people on the streets, especially in the context of
urban camping bans and extreme summer heat, struggle to get a good night sleep, cooling and
respite centers are a critical resource. Yet federal funding for these, as well, has become more
limited as it _phases out, even as heat-related deaths have gone up dramatically.

2024 Heat-Related Deaths Overview
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Heat-related deaths have risen dramatically in Maricopa County. Last year they declined from 645 to
602, but 602 was the second highest on record, nearly 50% higher than 2022 and more than the
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https://www.npr.org/2025/04/16/nx-s1-5364881/federal-funding-running-out-for-phoenixs-life-saving-cooling-shelters
https://www.maricopa.gov/ArchiveCenter/ViewFile/Item/5934
https://www.maricopa.gov/ArchiveCenter/ViewFile/Item/5934
http://www.grandcanyoninstitute.org
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years 2017-2019 combined._Three-quarters of those deaths occurred in outdoor settings . This
dramatic rise in Arizona far outstrips other parts of the country such as Texas. Maricopa County alone

has about_twice the number of heat related deaths as the entire state of Texas.

Nearly half of the heat-related deaths in Maricopa County occur for people who are homeless. Being
unsheltered in Maricopa County is estimated to increase one's chance of death by _200 to 300
times. Due to heat island effects and climate change, summers have gotten more and more extreme,
models estimate that each degree increase in median temperatures leads to 20% more heat-related
deaths due to temperature alone. When combined with the increasing challenge of housing in
Maricopa County, these factors lead to the devastating increase noted above.

Public health researchers estimate that accessing a cooling center reduces the risk of heat-related
death by two-thirds. When_applied to the vulnerable homeless population in Maricopa County makes
cooling centers a critical life-saving effort in the summer.

As summer bears down, communities may be under-prepared. In Tempe only one church respite
facility is being funded by city pass through dollars from Maricopa County, whereas last year three
church locations were funded. In response, churches are scrambling to put forward a volunteer effort
to fill the gap.

For more information, contact: Dave Wells, Research Director, Grand Canyon Institute, at
DWells@azgci.org or at (602) 595-1025, Ext. 2.

The Grand Canyon Institute (GCI) is a nonpartisan, nonprofit organization dedicated to informing
and improving public policy in Arizona through evidence-based, independent, objective,
nonpartisan research. GCI makes a good faith effort to ensure that findings are reliable, accurate,
and based on reputable sources. While publications reflect the view of the Institute, they may not
reflect the view of individual members of the Board.
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https://www.maricopa.gov/ArchiveCenter/ViewFile/Item/5934
https://mapazdashboard.arizona.edu/article/arizonas-heat-related-death-white-paper-full-report
https://mapazdashboard.arizona.edu/article/arizonas-heat-related-death-white-paper-full-report
https://www.kjzz.org/2022-08-23/content-1804431-arizonas-heat-becoming-deadlier-and-experts-say-issue-homelessness-not-climate
https://www.kjzz.org/2022-08-23/content-1804431-arizonas-heat-becoming-deadlier-and-experts-say-issue-homelessness-not-climate
https://mapazdashboard.arizona.edu/article/arizonas-heat-related-death-white-paper-full-report
https://mapazdashboard.arizona.edu/article/arizonas-heat-related-death-white-paper-full-report
https://pmc.ncbi.nlm.nih.gov/articles/PMC9378433/
https://pmc.ncbi.nlm.nih.gov/articles/PMC9378433/
https://journals.lww.com/epidem/fulltext/2024/03000/re__the_role_of_cooling_centers_in_protecting.18.aspx
http://www.grandcanyoninstitute.org
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