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1. Cost of living is top challenge. A majority points to inflation and high prices, and many report cutting back,
especially on vacations and recreation, and adjusting spending on food, energy, appliances, and vehicles.

2. Outlook is cautious. City of Houston residents rate local conditions worse than households in the rest of the
Greater Houston area: fewer than one-third expect their income to keep pace with inflation over the next year.

3. Financialstrainis widespread. More than 70% carry debt-most commonly credit cards, car loans, and student
loans-and savings gaps are pronounced, with heavier burdens among Black and Hispanic households.

4. Rising costs may drive relocation. Households doubtful their income will keep up with inflation are far more
likely to consider leaving the Houston area, underscoring affordability pressures.

Economic Conditions in Houston Area

The Greater Houston area’s population and regional econ-
omy have expanded steadily since the 2010s. The region
reached about 7.8 million residentsin 2024 (U.S. Census Bu-
reau, 2025a), and total nonfarm jobs were around 3.46 mil-
lion as of July 2025 (U.S. Bureau of Labor Statistics, 2025a).
The unemployment rate hovered near 4.5% in July 2025 (see
Buttorff et al., 2025; U.S. Bureau of Labor Statistics, 2025a),
consistent with a tight labor market coming out of the pan-
demic but with signs of softening. The region’s economic
activity, traditionally anchored by energy and petrochemi-
cals, has been bolstered by manufacturing, wholesale trade,
transportation and warehousing, health care, logistics, and
professional services (U.S. Census Bureau, 2024, 2025b,a).

Inside the city of Houston, however, the administrative data
show a complex picture. The city’s median household in-
come was $64,361-below the state median of $79,721-and
the poverty rate was higher than the metro average, reflect-
ing a region with strong opportunity alongside communi-
ties, especially those in the city of Houston, facing persis-
tently low earnings.

Poverty rates in comparison

Despite Houston’s strong population growth and overall
economic output, the latest census data confirm it has the
highest poverty rate among the nation’s largest cities. Ac-
cording to the 2024 American Community Survey 1-year es-
timates released by the Census Bureau, the city of Houston
has a poverty rate of 21.2% (U.S. Census Bureau, 2025a),
which is considerably higher than the national average of
12.1% and the Texas average of 13.4%. There are also local
geographical differences, with Harris County overall having
a higher rate (16.8%) than the Greater Houston area’s rate of
14.3% (U.S. Census Bureau, 2025a).

Figure 1 shows that the city of Houston, Harris County, and
the Houston MSA have followed a similar trend, with a post-
pandemic uptick in poverty levels. While these three areas
have returned to post-pandemic poverty levels, Texas and
the United States, by contrast, have experienced a steady
decrease in poverty rates in the years following the pan-
demic.
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Figure 1 Percent population below poverty level 2014-2024
(U.S. Census Bureau)

Even higher poverty rates in the city of Houston are ob-
served among residents under 18 (31.1%), Black or African
American residents (28.6%), Hispanics (25.5%), high school
graduates (24.1%), those with less than a high school edu-
cation (29.7%), and women (23.3%).

Together, the data point to a region that has grown in pop-
ulation and jobs, while conditions in the city of Houston
are mixed, with both high-skill growth engines and signifi-
cant equity challenges. The poverty rate reported in Cen-
sus data does not account for differences in the cost of living
across regions or within metropolitan areas. This limitation
is particularly relevant in a place like Houston, where hous-
ing, transportation, and health expenses can vary dramat-
ically between communities (Ho and Li, 2024). Moreover,
headline poverty measures cannot fully capture household
dynamics-such as overcrowding, informal work, or shared
living arrangements-that influence well-being. To address
these gaps, we supplement administrative indicators with
survey data from the SPACE City Panel that probe current
household conditions and track them over time. This com-
bination enables a more accurate understanding of material
hardship, especially when comparing regions or monitoring
changes within the same community.
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SPACE City Panel Wave 2: Results

Methodology

Sample & data collection. SPACE City Panel, Wave 2,
Sep. 2025; N = 1,573; mode: online. MOE. +2%.
Weights. Post-stratified to age, sex, race/ethnicity, ed-
ucation, county. Missing demographics imputed.
Exclusions. Don’t knows and Skipped responses ex-
cluded from figures or analyses.

Against the backdrop of the Greater Houston area’s eco-
nomic outlook, the second wave of the Hobby School of
Public Affair’s SPACE City Panel asked residents about their
household economic and financial conditions, challenges,
and expectations for the future.

Perceptions about household challenges

We found that respondents overwhelmingly identified the
high cost of living as the top economic challenge in the
Greater Houston area (see Buttorff et al., 2025, CPP Report 2-
2025, for further discussion of these results). Figure 2 shows
that over half of households surveyed cited the high cost of
living as their most pressing concern, ranking well above is-
sues such as wage stagnation, inequality, and job availabil-

ity.

High cost of living 85.6

Wage stagnation 59.1

Job availability 55.0

Inequality
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Figure 2 What do you think are the top 3 economic chal-
lenges facing Houston area?

The pattern of responses aligns with broader economic indi-
cators, which show that inflation in essentials-particularly
food, energy, and housing-has put pressure on house-
hold budgets (U.S. Department of Agriculture, Economic Re-
search Service, 2025; U.S. Bureau of Labor Statistics, 2025b).
For many residents, the perception of rising living costs has
become the central lens through which they evaluate their
financial stability and economic well-being.

Perceptions about economic conditions

Overall, residents from the city of Houston are slightly more
pessimistic about economic conditions in their community
than those who live in the rest of the Greater Houston area,
outside the city, as reflected in the thermometer in Figure 3.

Rest of Greater Houston City of Houston
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Figure 3 How would you describe the current economic
conditions in your community?

Breaking down responses by category, we observe that res-
idents of the city of Houston believe that current economic
conditions in their communities are good (20.9%) or excel-
lent (3.8%), whereas 26.4% and 3.6% consider conditions to
be poor or very poor, respectively. A plurality (45.3%) think
conditions are fair.

San Jacinto

Montgoméry

Current economic conditions
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Figure 4 How would you describe the current economic
conditions in your community?

In contrast, among residents of the Greater Houston area
outside city limits, 43.4% perceive conditions to be fair;
4.4% of households believe economic conditions are excel-
lent, and 34.6% of respondents think they are good. Only
one in six respondents who reside outside city limits con-
sider conditions to be poor (15.2%) or very poor (2.1%).

When we examine these differences by neighborhood, we
see widespread pessimism about economic conditions. The
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map of perception by ZIP code in Figure 4 reveals that sig-
nificant pockets of Houston, as well as Galveston, Liberty,
Waller, and Brazoria counties, believe that economic condi-
tions are fair, poor, or very poor.

Inflation and consumption

Concerns about inflation are directly influencing household
spending. Figure 5 shows that the majority of households
have adjusted their purchasing decisions somewhat or a lot
for such items as food, energy, household appliances, and
vehicles.

Food and energy prices
Training and education
Household appliances

Vehicles

Vacation and recreation

Figure 5 Have inflation concerns affected your purchasing
decisions related to any of the following?

More than half of households reported cutting back on
nonessential categories, such as vacations and recreation,
underscoring how rising prices are reshaping not only basic
consumption but also quality-of-life expenditures. These
results suggest that inflation is altering both short-term fi-
nancial behaviors and long-term planning, forcing house-
holds to prioritize essentials, such as training and educa-
tion, and to defer investments or discretionary purchases.

Household finances and debt

To manage rising costs of living, changes in employment
status or income, or undertaking further educational or
training opportunities, having personal savings or access
to credit is critical for households; without savings, peo-
ple are more dependent on their current income. While
over 70% of households carry at least one form of debt, as
shown in Figure 6, our survey reveals that household finan-
cial conditions vary significantly. More than half of house-
holds surveyed (52.1%) report outstanding credit card bal-
ances, 36.1% report car loans, 29.4% report other sources
of debt including mortgages, and 23.7% report student loan
debt.

Credit card 52.1%
Car loan(s)

Other (including mortgage)
Student loan(s)

22.7%

Out of pocket medical bills

Business loans

4 10 20 30 40 50
Percentage

Figure 6 Does your household have any of the following
types of debt?

Households that reported having one of the types of debt
listed were asked a follow-up question about which types
represented their largest sources of household debt (Figure
7). Credit card debt was the most common financial burden,
with 100% of respondents ranking credit cards as one of
their top three sources of debt. Of these households, 36.3%
said it was their largest debt, 44.3% said the second largest,
and 20.4% said it was the third largest source of house-
hold debt. Car loans were the second largest form of debt,
with 81.4% of respondents ranking them as one of their top
three. Among the 24% of respondents who reported hold-
ing student loans, 54.6% identified them as a top-three debt
concern.

Credit card 433% - 0a% 100.0%

Car loan(s) 31.4% 18.2% 81.0%

Student loan(s) 126%  151%  54.6%

m— First
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Third
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Figure 7 Please rank the following types of debt (excluding
mortgage) in order from the largest to the smallest?

Survey responses also reveal important disparities across
racial and ethnic groups when it comes to household fi-
nances (Figure 8). Among Hispanic households, 38.3% re-
ported student loan debt as their largest financial burden. In
contrast, white non-Hispanic households were more likely
to rank credit card (38.7%) or car loan debt (41.9%) as their
top liability.
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Figure 8 Ranking of the largest amount of debt (excluding
mortgage) by race/ethnicity

Breaking down the ranking of top debt categories by house-
hold income, we found that credit card debt constitutes
the largest amount of debt owed for those with house-
hold incomes below $60,000 (Figure 9). Households earning
$60,000 and above rank car loans as their top debt and carry
less credit card debt compared with lower-income counter-
parts. Among low-income households, 40% report student
loans as the second-highest source of debt, with car loans
as the lowest category.

$100,000 or more

60,000-99,999

== Credit card
= Student loans
W Car loan debt

30,000-59,999

Less than $30,000

o 20 40 60 80 100
Percentage

Figure 9 Ranking of households’ largest debt by income

Expectations about the future

When asked whether they expected theirincome to keep up
with inflation over the next year, fewer than one-third ex-
pressed some level of confidence: 29.5% said their house-
hold income would probably or definitely keep up with infla-
tion (see Figure 10). One-third of households were unsure,
while 22.4% said their income would probably not keep up
with inflation and 14.4% expressed that theirincome would
definitely fall behind.

Definitely not

Probably not

Unsure

Probably

Yes, definitely

0 5 10 15 20 25 30 3
Percentage

Figure 10 Do you anticipate that your household’s income
will keep up with inflation in the next year?
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Figure 11 If your household has a savings and investment
portfolio, do you anticipate that your household’s income
will keep up with inflation in the next year?

Households with savings often feel more financially secure
and, as a result, may be less concerned about short-term in-
come volatility. Thisis why we looked at expectations about
inflation and income by whether households have savings
and/or investment portfolios. As shown in Figure 11, house-
holds with savings and investment portfolios were some-
what more optimistic but still showed significant concern.

In terms of savings, Black and Hispanic households were
more likely to report having no savings or investment port-
folio compared with white households (Figure 12). These
differences also shape economic outlooks: groups with
lower savings and higher debt burdens express greater pes-
simism about their incomes keeping up with inflation. Such
disparities highlight how structural inequalities intersects
with inflation and rising living costs, exacerbating financial
vulnerability among minority households.

Figure 13 illustrates how households’ relocation consider-
ations are closely tied to expectations about keeping up
with inflation. Among those who were certain their income
would not keep pace with inflation, nearly two-fifths (38.1%)
reported that they were currently considering moving out
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of Houston due to rising costs, and another 37.9% said they
were open to the possibility.

Hispanic

Black

0 10 20 30 40 50 60 70 80

Figure 12 Does your household have a savings and invest-
ment portfolio?

By contrast, 46% of those who believe their income will
definitely keep up with inflation are not considering relo-
cating. For those unsure about whether their income will
keep pace, two-fifths are currently considering relocating
and nearly half (48.1%) are open to the possibility. Overall,
few households were no longer considering relocating but
had in the past. These results underscore how inflation ex-
pectations translate into broader economic decisions, with
pessimistic households more likely to view relocation as a
necessary response to financial strain.

Definitely not

Probably not 272

Unsure

Probably

Yes, definitely 45.9

0 20

60
Percentage

Figure 13 Have you considered relocating from Houston
due to the cost of living, by expectation that income will
keep up with inflation in the next year

This cautious outlook reflects widespread anxiety about
both employment opportunities and wage growth in the
current economy (see Buttorff et al., 2025). The results sug-
gest that households are bracing for continued strain, with
limited expectation of near-term financial relief.

Conclusion

The Greater Houston region experiences higher poverty lev-
els than the rest of Texas. Contributing factors include a
large share of low-wage workers, the dominance of ser-
vice and construction industries, rising housing costs, and

high medical expenses not covered by insurance. Com-
pared with other metropolitan areas, Houston’s poverty lev-
els highlight a structural gap: growth and opportunity at the
aggregate level coexist with persistent vulnerability at the
household level. These disparities suggest that Houston’s
economic dynamism has not translated into broad-based
prosperity for all area residents.

Household finances in the region reflect a mixed regional
economy with steady population and job growth on the
one hand, but persistent poverty in the city and mounting
day-to-day pressure from rising prices on the other. Res-
idents inside the city of Houston rate local conditions no-
tably worse than those in the rest of the metro area, under-
scoring geographic disparities in perceived economic well-
being.

Inflation has also altered both essential and discretionary
spending, with many households cutting back, especially
on vacations and recreation, and adjusting purchases of
food, energy, vehicles, and appliances. These shifts coexist
with widespread indebtedness (including credit cards, car
loans, and student loans), limited savings for many families,
and a cautious outlook about whether incomes will keep
pace with inflation in the year ahead. Together, the findings
suggest that most households anticipate immediate finan-
cial strain and limited near-term relief.

Disparities are salient. Not all households feel rising prices
equally - some can ride out cost increases while others have
to make immediate changes to how they spend. Fami-
lies with savings, stable credit access, and low-cost finan-
cial products can buffer price spikes by drawing down cash,
shifting the timing of bills, or using affordable lines of credit,
then rebuilding balances as income recovers.

By contrast, households with thin or no savings, irregular
income, or limited access to mainstream finance face bind-
ing liquidity constraints. These frictions are more common
among Black and Hispanic households due to historic and
ongoing disparities in wealth, credit scores, and access to
banking, which helps explain their greater pessimism about
their incomes and financial security in the Greater Houston
area. Place matters, too: residents within the city often face
higher baseline costs-rent, transportation, and childcare-
than those elsewhere in the region.

By following households over time, the Hobby School’s
SPACE City Panelenables continuous monitoring of regional
economic dynamics and financial hardship. These insights
will help government agencies and community organiza-
tions design evidence-based responses to the problems af-
fecting our region.
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