STEP UP
SUNCOAST
2022 COMMUNITY NEEDS ASSESSMENTS

TABLE OF CONTENTS
Introduction & Thank You.......................................................................................................i
Executive Summary................................................................................................................. 1
Agency Description................................................................................................................. 3
Mission................................................................................................................................... 5
Vision...................................................................................................................................... 5
Board of Directors............................................................................................................. 5
Core Values.......................................................................................................................... 5
Geographic Area Served................................................................................................ 6
History................................................................................................................................... 8
Programs.............................................................................................................................. 8
Community Engagement and Data Collection........................................................... 10
Collaborative Advisory Committee.......................................................................... 10
Area Demographic Profiles......................................................................................... 10
Population..................................................................................................................... 10
Education.......................................................................................................................16
Internet.......................................................................................................................... 20
Economic Indicators: Income and Employment.............................................21
Poverty...........................................................................................................................23
Asset Limited Income Constricted Employed (ALICE)...............................24
Food Insecurity...........................................................................................................26
Summary of Data Profiles............................................................................................28
Focus Groups....................................................................................................................29
Questions and Discussions......................................................................................31
Top Issues and Concerns.........................................................................................33
Key Informant Interviews............................................................................................ 34
Community Survey and Analysis.................................................................................... 36
Characteristics of the Sample...............................................................................37
Individual and Community Needs....................................................................... 45
Prioritizing Opportunities and Investments.................................................... 49
Summary of Community Survey Findings........................................................52

Prior Experience with Service Providers...........................................................53
Unmet Needs...............................................................................................................55
Communications.........................................................................................................56
Income Level and Top Concerns and Priorities..........................................................57
Comparison of Data 2019 to 2022...................................................................................61
Sources......................................................................................................................................62
Appendices..............................................................................................................................63

INTRODUCTION AND THANK YOU
EXECUTIVE SUMMARY

INTRODUCTION AND THANK YOU
Work began on the 2022 Community Needs Assessment in January 2021. A community-based
taskforce was assembled and led by Colin Boyle and Jill Gass of Step Up Suncoast. The taskforce
was formed to assist in the development, implementation, and completion of the assessment. The
collaborative team developed goals, timelines and an infrastructure to reach more of a diverse pool
of participants than in past years. Ultimately, to hear from people local health and human services
organizations serve or could serve more effectively and efficiently.
Step Up Suncoast and the community are grateful for all of the time and talents of the following
individuals and organizations for their support this past year.
Bank of America Jamie Kahns
DeSoto Board of County Commissioners Lauri Benson
Glasser/Schoenbaum Human Services Center Dr. Kameron Hodgens
Manasota Black Chamber of Commerce Tarnisha Cliatt
Manatee Community Foundation Alicia Chalmers
Multicultural Health Institute JoOni Jones-Abnar and Gene Marie Kennedy
New College of Florida led by Dr. Sarah Hernandez and student support from Gabriela Bell-Nunez,
Emma Colby, Carter Delegal, Chloë-Arizona Fodor, Madison Markham, Rocio Ramirez Castro, and
Olivia Wright.
UnidosNow Anneliese Camino Klingener and Luz Corcuera
Step Up Suncoast Stephen Boyes, Colin Boyle, Jill Gass, Heather Nicklaus, Stephy Opatola, Barbara
Patten, Deanna Williams and Amy Yount.
Bank of America provided funding to the project that helped secure interns (Gabriela Bell-Nunez
and Olivia Wright) who were integral in the data collection process and research part of the
process. The funding also provided the additional support necessary to synthesize results from
each assessment conducted to develop the final community needs assessment report. The Health
Council of West Central Florida, Cassandra Allen, Teresa Kelly, and Allison Rapp, was recruited
to provide this service.
A special thank you to Dr. Sarah Hernandez, Associate Professor of Sociology, Caribbean, and
Latin American Studies at New College of Florida. Dr. Hernandez provided guidance and expertise
throughout the entire yearlong process. From her talents of working with and management of
the numerous student volunteers and interns, to the direction and supervision during the creation
and execution of the various data collection elements, to the final written report: Dr. Hernandez is
a special talent we are lucky to have in our community. The immense amount of time and energy
she personally spent on the 2022 Community Needs Assessment was invaluable. Thank you Dr.
Hernandez for your kindness and compassion for this project and the underrepresented people of
our region.
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EXECUTIVE SUMMARY
Methodology:

•

Focus Groups, Key Informant Interviews, and Surveys were conducted between March and
August 2021.

Demographic Profiles:

•

There are clear differences between urban counties (Charlotte, Manatee, and Sarasota) and
rural counties (DeSoto and Hardee).

•

Compared to urban counties, rural counties have lower median age (34 and 40 years old),
a surprisingly low proportion of females (44 to 46%), a significantly higher proportion
of Hispanics (32% to 44%), lower educational achievement, lower access to internet and
electronic devices, lower median income, higher poverty rates, higher food insecurity. Many of
these are reflected in the higher proportion of children eligible for free or reduced lunch (94%
and 97%).

•

Rural counties (DeSoto and Hardee) have a slightly lower proportion of white people (84.2%
and 88.5%) compared to urban counties (Charlotte with 90.4% and Sarasota with 91.5%); with
the exception that Manatee county (urban) has 86.2% of its population identifying as white.
In all counties, the White population has a much lower rate of poverty compared to both
Black and Hispanic people. The Black population experiences higher poverty rates compared
to the Hispanic population in four counties. In Charlotte County, Hispanics have the highest
proportion of people in poverty.

Focus Groups:

•

Sample: Three groups with 5-8 participants, two groups in Spanish, one in English.

•

Ares of concern can be grouped as safe environments, communication in English and Spanish
of services and opportunities for families and children, and responsive community leadership.

•

Responses informed modifications to survey questions.

Key Informant Interviews:

•

Key Informants shared current improvement projects addressing needs in their counties.

•

They stressed the importance of education, connecting low-income families to the resources
available to them, and improved partnerships between aid-bearing organizations to embolden
capabilities and reduce duplicity.

•

The interviews align with the survey results and reinforce the benefits of informed
partnerships with the local electorate.

Survey:
Sample –

•

There were 812 participants. The sample is not representative of general population.

•

There is greater representation of low-income people, females, people of color, and
people from rural counties. There is an underrepresentation of people in urban counties,
particularly Charlotte.
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•

The sample, however, is more representative of the population that can benefit from the
services provided by organizations such as Step Up Suncoast.

•

Participants’ income corresponds with their sense of economic security, such that the higher
the earnings the higher the sense of security.

Results –

•

Although there is some agreement regarding which are the top three worries (paying bills,
paying for health care, and keeping self and family healthy), there are distinct differences
between rural and urban counties.

•

The proportion of people who know someone facing financial difficulties, food insecurity,
and housing difficulties has increased between 2018 and 2021. In addition, there is a larger
proportion of people expressing such difficulties in rural compared to urban counties.

•

Although rural and urban areas have distinct needs and priorities for opportunities and
community investment, some of these needs and priorities do overlap. The three most
important challenges were attaining a living wage, affordable housing, and affordable
healthcare.

•

The top three opportunities for economic security are affordable and stable housing, a living
wage, and access to education and training leading to a career.

•

The top three community investment priorities are assistance with basic necessities (housing,
utilities, prescriptions, food, and loans), increased parks and recreational areas, and increased
job opportunities.

•

Top priority for investment on children involve affordable and high quality childcare,
affordable and high quality before and after school services, and increased services for
children and teenagers for mental illness including depression and anxiety.

•

Top priority for investment on the elderly involve funding for basic needs (housing, utilities,
prescriptions, and food), repair and maintenance of their home, and help with household
chores and errands.

•

Most participants (61.4%) have not used services from support organizations. Of those who
have, Step Up Suncoast has supported the majority (16.3%).

•

Participants observed a variety of areas of need and challenges in attaining the necessary
support, from limited service hours, limited mental health support, lack of cultural
competence, limited support with housing, limited support for the middle class who live
paycheck to paycheck, and the challenges presented by every day racism.

•

Although service providers cannot directly influence the wages offered in the economy, it is
possible to provide support to individuals in need in other ways. Survey responses point to the
benefits in strengthening the capacity to offer support with housing, utilities, prescriptions,
food, and loans; job opportunities; affordable high-quality childcare; home repairs; and public
parks and recreational facilities where families can spend time together.

Results generated from the focus groups, key informant interviews and the community
surveys provide a framework for community leaders to improve collaboration, increase
resources, improve outreach, and sustain their commitment to providing a robust safety net.
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AGENCY DESCRIPTION
Step Up Suncoast is one of approximately 1,000 Community Action Agencies
in the nation. Community Action Agencies (CAAs) were developed from the
Economic Opportunities Act of 1964 to begin America’s War on Poverty. In
1967, when CAAs began emerging, 27% of the nation’s citizens lived in poverty.
The 2019 national poverty rate stands at 10.5% and according to the Urban
Institute; the 2021 poverty rate is expected to be around 13.7%. In the middle
of 2020, the COVID-19 pandemic began affecting all facets of life including the
economy, health, education, access to services and more.
All CAAs must meet national organizational standards related to the state of poverty within
the service area by conducting a Community Needs Assessment (CNA) every three years. The
assessment must comply with specific standards as follows:

•

1.1 – The organization demonstrates
low-income individuals participate in its
activities.

•

1.2 – The organization analyzes
information collected directly from lowincome individuals as a part of the CNA
process.

•

•

2.2 – The organization utilizes
information gathered from key sections
of the community in assessing the needs
and resources, during the community
assessment process or other times. These
sectors would include at a minimum:
community- based organizations,
faith-based organizations, private
sector, public sector, and educational
institutions.
3.1 – The organization conducted a
community assessment and issued a
report within the past three (3) years.

•

3.2 – As part of the community
assessment, the organization collects and
includes current data specific to poverty
and its prevalence related to gender, age,
race, and ethnicity for their service area.

•

3.3 – The organization collects and
analyzes qualitative and quantitative
data on its geographic service area(s) in
the communities assessed.

•

3.4 – The community assessment
includes key findings on the causes and
conditions of poverty and the needs of
the communities assessed.

•

3.5 – The governing board formally
accepts the completed community
assessment.
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Step Up Suncoast has complied with and met the standards required by a CAA as follows:

•

1.1 – Low-income citizens participated
in focus groups and community needs
assessment surveys conducted, analyzed,
and reported within this report.

•

1.2 – Responses from low-income
individuals are reported within the
Community Needs Assessment and
Focus Group sections of this report.

•

•

2.2 – Responses were obtained from key
segments of the communities including
low-income community, communitybased organizations, faith-based
organizations, private sector, public
sector, and educational institutions.

•

3.2 – Quantitative data is included
specific to poverty and its prevalence
as it relates to gender, age, race, and
ethnicity for the CAA service area, and is
in this report.

•

3.3 – Quantitative and qualitative data
is collected for the Step Up Suncoast
service area and identified in this report.

•

3.4 – Key findings on the causes and
conditions of poverty and the needs of
the service area are identified in the Key
Findings section of this report.

•

3.5 – The Community Needs Assessment
Report for 2021 was presented to the
Step Up Suncoast Board of Directors in
November 2021 for acceptance.

3.1 – The Community Needs Assessment
report is produced every three years.
Board of Directors accepted the previous
report in November of 2018.

The CNA serves a very specific purpose for Step Up Suncoast. It is the basis for considering
whether current programs and plans are effectively achieving their strategic goals. The assessment
allows the organization leaders to:

•

•

Understand the scope of both emerging
and ongoing needs of economically
insecure residents in different
communities.
Educate the community and its leaders
about the needs.

•

Choose the role the organization will play
in meeting some of those needs.

•

Identify economic and social resources,
partnership opportunities in the

community that can help meet the needs
and lowering some of the barriers to
economic security.

•

Identify public policy issues to which the
CAA should provide input.

•

Demonstrate that the CAA has
strategically chosen the most important
issues to address.

•

Develop a strategic plan with short
and long-term goals that will guide the
agency for the next three to five years.

The community needs assessment was compiled to meet the national standards required of a CAA,
however, it is critical for the organization to identify the most effective investment in work and
income supports that cut poverty and expand economic opportunity. The 2022 community needs
assessment not only incorporates the CAA standards but also received input from stakeholders
to address their unmet community engagement needs to collaboratively improve service to the
community. Although the overall percentage of our citizens living in poverty has decreased since
1967, quality of life for too many living with limited resources requires our attention.
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Mission
Empowers individuals and families to achieve long-term economic stability through education,
support services, and community partnerships.

Vision
Thriving communities with improved quality of life for current and future generations.

Board of Directors
Charlie Kennedy, Chair			

Jim Delgado		

Chantel Jenkins

Dr. Robin Thompson, Vice Chair		

Barbara Harvey

Jacqueline Rivera

Shawna Malecki, Secretary		

Lauri Benson		

Keenan Wooten

Sherod Halliburton, Treasurer		

Esther Bragg		

Priscilla Villanueva

The Step Up Suncoast Board of Directors has a unique structure, a tripartite composition that is a
national requirement for all community action agencies. Board members either live or work in the
three county service area. The breakdown is as follows: one-third representatives of people with
low incomes; one-third local elected officials currently holding office or their designees; and onethird from the private sector. This board composition ensures all members of our community have
an equal voice in the mission and programming at Step Up Suncoast.

Core Values
Honesty, Integrity, Responsibility, Respect.
The core values influence the culture and public image of Step Up Suncoast as an effective
community-based, anti-poverty agency serving a wide variety of individuals, families, and their
communities.
Honesty & Integrity: Step Up Suncoast has the highest level of integrity in its governance,
administrative, service, and outreach activities. We demonstrate strong moral principles,
truthfulness, and uprightness, tie these activities directly to our mission, maintain, and report our
records accurately.
Responsibility: Step Up Suncoast finds solutions that meet the needs of people with low incomes
and their families through direct service or referrals to other providers of services. We believe we
are in the position to affect positive change by being accountable from the inside out, while being
reliable and trustworthy.
Respect: Step Up Suncoast encourages each person to take control over his/her own life and help
shape this based upon what is important to each person. We admire individuals and families
who desire to generate change in their lives, and we respect the role that families have in
helping to shape these choices as well.
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Geographic Area Served
Step Up Suncoast serves five Counties on the southwest coast
of Florida. The Counties include Charlotte, DeSoto, Hardee,
Manatee and Sarasota Counties.
Charlotte County, Florida is located on the southwest coast of the Gulf of Mexico
with Sarasota County to the north, Lee County to the south, and Glades County to the east. It
has a population of 186,847 with a median age of 58.5 years and a median household income
of $51,500. Approximately 79.7% of residents are homeowners with a median home value of
$195,400. The most common employment sectors are retail, healthcare, and hospitality. The
Charlotte Harbor Gulf Island Coast includes the areas of Boca Grande, Englewood, Manasota
Key, Port Charlotte, and Punta Gorda. Charlotte County hosts the Tampa Bay Rays during
spring training and offers opportunities to enjoy the arts, beaches, and nature year-round.
DeSoto County, Florida is located to the East of Sarasota County with Hardee County to the
north, Charlotte County to the south, and Highlands County to the east. It has a population
of 33,976 with the median age of 39.7 years and a median household income of $35,438.
Approximately 68% of residents are homeowners, with a median home value of $87,700. The
most common employment sectors are agriculture, fishing, utilities, and construction. DeSoto
County is the exact opposite of what so many visitors to Florida typically experience; DeSoto
prides itself on having unspoiled land and an unhurried pace. The county seat in DeSoto
County is Arcadia, known for its antique district. DeSoto County hosts a four-day rodeo every
March and is a popular attraction for residents and visitors alike.
Hardee County, Florida is located to the East of Manatee County, with DeSoto County to the
south, Polk County to the north, and Highlands County to the east. It has a population of 25,327
with a median age of 34.1 years and a median household income of $38,682. Approximately
64.9% of residents are homeowners, with a median home value of $83,400. The most common
employment sectors are administrative, farming/fishing/forestry, and food service. Hardee
County is one of the state’s prime agriculture centers yielding prize-winning livestock and
orange groves as far as the eye can see.
Manatee County, Florida is located on Florida's Gulf Coast, just south of Tampa Bay, with
Sarasota County to the south, Hillsborough to the north, and Hardee and DeSoto Counties
to the east. It has a population of 399,710 with a median age of 47.9 years and a median
household income of $59,000. Nearly 73% of its residents own a home, with a median value
of $238,500. The most common employment sectors are real estate, rental/leasing, and retail.
Manatee County offers everything from white sandy beaches to historic fishing villages, and
a vibrant downtown. The County includes beachfront communities like Anna Maria Island
and Longboat Key, to an award winning and nationally acclaimed planned community called
Lakewood Ranch. Manatee County is home to the world’s largest and most advanced multisport training and educational institution, IMG Academy. They offer youth sports, elite athlete
training and development and have produced many successful collegiate and professional
athletes across all areas of sport. Bradenton hosts the Pittsburgh Pirates players, coaches, and
fans for spring training at LECOM Park every year.
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Sarasota County, Florida is located
on the gulf coast of Florida. It is
situated between Manatee County to
the North, DeSoto County to the East
and Charlotte County to the South. It has a
population of 412,000 with a median age of 56
years and a median household income of $55,000.
Nearly 76.0% of its residents own a home valued
at $235,000. The most common employment sectors
are real estate, rental/leasing, construction and arts/
entertainment & recreation. Sarasota offers residents and
visitors beautiful beaches, diverse dining and enriching arts and
culture. Ninety years ago, Sarasota became the winter home of
the Ringling Bros. and Barnum & Bailey circus. Today residents and
visitors benefit from The Ringling Museum, Asolo Theatre, Ca’d’Zan
and grounds left as a gift to the state from John and Mable Ringling.
Additionally, Nathan Benderson Park, a 600-acre community park and
rowing course, is located on the Sarasota and Manatee County line near
interstate 75 and opened in 2014. It has had a $142 million impact on the
region, hosting world rowing championships and Olympic qualifiers.
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History
Step Up Suncoast, Inc. formerly Manatee Community Action Agency, Inc. and Manatee Opportunity
Council, Inc. was incorporated in 1968 as a nonprofit corporation, and designated by the Governor
as the community action agency for its service area. Nationally, Community Action Agencies
(CAAs) began as part of President Lyndon Johnson’s War on Poverty and approved by Congress in
the Economic Opportunity Act of 1964. In 1967, when CAAs began emerging, 27.0% of the nation’s
citizens lived in poverty.
CAAs focus on self-sufficiency within the low-income population and today over 1,000 exist
across the country. Step Up Suncoast is a multi-faceted Community Action Agency organizationserving individuals prenatal to 100 years old through a variety of preschool and parent education
programs, utility assistance, job training and other community need driven initiatives.
Step Up Suncoast has grown from its first grant of $90,000 in 1965, offering a summer project
serving 510 children with 34 staff members, to over 250 staff members, serving over 10,000 people
and an annual budget of nearly $20,000,000 with a variety of poverty prevention programs.

Programs
CATCH Speech and Language – A program providing speech and language screening for children
aged 30 months through five years. On a limited basis, CATCH funded speech therapy may also be
available to families.
Emergency / Crisis Services – A program that supports individuals and families from Manatee
County who are on the verge of homelessness to stay in their homes. Funds may be used for rent
or mortgage, utility bills, childcare, transportation, work tools or other crucial expenses.
Family Self Sufficiency – A program created to empower, support, and guide families towards
economic independence through education. Students receive help in assessing their needs, setting
goals, mentoring, and discovering employment pathways.
Head Start and Early Head Start – An early childhood education and family engagement program
focused on closing the achievement gap for children throughout Manatee County. At our seven
Rise and Shine Early Learning centers, we offer comprehensive childhood development programs
serving children from birth to five years of age.
Healthy Families Manatee – A home-visiting program that focuses on parenting skills,
developmental milestones, discipline, and goal setting. Healthy Families staff helps monitor the
child’s development as well as provide activities to increase their skills. Resources are provided for
services throughout the community and general support for the entire family.
Home Instruction for Parents of Preschool Youngsters – A parent involvement, school readiness
program that helps parents prepare their three-, four-, and five-year-old children for success in
school. The parent receives a set of carefully developed curriculum and materials designed to
strengthen their child’s cognitive, early literacy, social/emotional, and physical development skills.
Housing Assistance – A program providing one-on-one counseling for families in a variety of
areas related to housing needs. The HUD-certified housing counselor offers guidance, referrals,
information, and support to families at risk of becoming homeless.
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Low Income Home Energy Assistance – A program assisting families and individuals who spend a
high proportion of their household income on home energy. The program is available to individuals
living in Hardee and Manatee Counties.
Parents as Teachers – A program providing support for families through home visits, group events,
a variety of health and developmental screenings, and a network of community resources. Using
the PAT integrated service model, families work on a variety of goals, including increasing parental
knowledge of child and family development, improving school readiness skills, and linking early
intervention services to children with developmental concerns.
Volunteer Income Tax Assistance – A program offering free tax filing services January through
April each year at various sites throughout Manatee County. IRS trained and certified volunteers
are available to assist residents whose family income is less than $66,000 with tax preparation.
Electronic filing is also available.
Weatherization – A program delivering energy efficiency services to low-income households with
the goal of reducing energy costs, improving energy efficiency in homes, and ensuring health and
safety.
Whole Child Manatee – A community service designed to work with families who have children
under 18 years of age. Using a computerized Whole Child Profile, families identify their individual
needs and receive information about community services and programs that may be helpful.
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COMMUNITY ENGAGEMENT
AND DATA COLLECTION
Collaborative Advisory Committee
For the 2022 assessment, a taskforce was formed to assist in the development, implementation,
and completion of the final assessment. The taskforce was composed of individuals from eight
local organizations including: New College of Florida, UnidosNow, Multicultural Health Institute,
Glasser/Schoenbaum Human Services Center, DeSoto Board of County Commissioners, Manasota
Black Chamber of Commerce and Manatee Community Foundation. Bank of America also provided
necessary funding to the project that helped secure interns who were integral in the data collection
process and research part of the process. The group determined additional support was necessary to
synthesize results from each assessment conducted and develop the final community needs
assessment report. The Health Council of West Central Florida was recruited to provide this support.

Area Demographic Profiles
This section offers a detailed view of the demographic characteristics of each county. It addresses
population size, density, and growth; its distribution with regards to age, gender, race, and
ethnicity; educational attainment; internet access; and economic indicators focusing on income
distribution, unemployment rates, poverty rates, and food insecurity. Of particular note is that
compared to the 2019 report, in the 2022 report, Charlotte county is now considered an urban
county; yet its demographic characteristics continue to lie between those of Sarasota/Manatee and
those of Hardee/DeSoto counties.

POPULATION
Step Up Suncoast offers programs in Manatee, Hardee, DeSoto, Sarasota, and Charlotte counties.
Population data obtained from the 2020 census revealing the most populous of the counties to be
Sarasota with 434,006 residents. Step Up Suncoast offers more opportunities in Manatee, Hardee
and DeSoto counties than in Sarasota and Charlotte. Manatee County is the second most populous
county with 399,710 residents. Hardee with 25,327 residents and DeSoto with 33,976 residents are
the smallest out of the five counties.
Figure 1. Population per County, 2020
434,006

399,710

186,847

Manatee

25,327

33,976

Hardee

DeSoto

Sarasota

Charlotte

Sources: Florida Legislature Office of Economic and Demographic Research, US Census
Bureau, Bureau of Business and Economic Research University of Florida, 2021
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Population density describes the number of residents per square mile as indicated in Figure 2. In
comparing population density of each county to their relative standing among all five counties,
they follow the same pattern where Sarasota is the densest, followed by Manatee, Charlotte,
DeSoto and Hardee. The total area of Sarasota County is smaller, yet there are more people
living there per a square mile, than in the four other counties. The difference in population
density between these counties points to their identification as urban vs. rural counties1, which,
as we will see later, helps explain various aspects of their demographic characteristics. Hardee
County emphasizes agriculture as its economic focus2; while agriculture is significant but not as
predominant in DeSoto County3. Population density points toward the challenges people may be
facing to gain access to resources if such resources are further away in low density, agricultural
areas compared to high density, urban areas.
Figure 2. Population Density by County, 2020
780.6

743
638

660

637
556

538

283.1

39.7
Manatee

Hardee

Total Area (square miles)

53.3
DeSoto

Sarasota

Charlotte

Popluation Density (per square miles)

Sources: Florida Legislature Office of Economic and Demographic Research, US Census
Bureau, Bureau of Business and Economic Research University of Florida, 2021

1

http://www.floridahealth.gov/programs-and-services/community-health/rural-health/_documents/ruralcountiespdf.12.pdf;
https://www.ers.usda.gov/webdocs/DataFiles/53180/25564_FL.pdf?v=0

2

https://www.hardeeso.com/about/index.php

3

http://teamdesoto.com/facts-stats/local-demographics/
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Figure 3 illustrates the population change, or growth between 2010-2019. Manatee County saw
the greatest increase in population at 20% where the population of the state of Florida increased
by 13%. Sarasota follows the state’s trajectory with 12.3%, a little lower than Charlotte County’s
growth of 14%. The two smallest counties experienced the lowest percent increase where DeSoto’s
population increased by 3.4% and the population in Hardee County grew by 1.2%. With population
growth, one is likely to also observe an increase in the demand for social services.
Figure 3. Percent Population Change from 2010-2019
20%

14%
12%

13%

3%
1%
Manatee

Hardee

DeSoto

Sarasota Charlotte

Florida

Sources: Florida Legislature Office of Economic and Demographic Research, US Census
Bureau, Bureau of Business and Economic Research University of Florida, 2021

The median age of residents was the highest in Charlotte County, followed by Sarasota County.
The youngest residents live in Hardee County, followed by DeSoto. The median age of Manatee
County residents is between that of the other four counties.
Figure 4. Population Median Age by County, 2020
56

59

48
34

Manatee

Hardee

40

DeSoto

Sarasota

Charlotte

Sources: Florida Legislature Office of Economic and Demographic Research, US Census
Bureau, Bureau of Business and Economic Research University of Florida, 2021
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Using a binary framework, the distribution of the population by gender in 2019 is reported in
Figure 5. In the United States, 51% of the population is female and 49% is male. The state of
Florida and Charlotte County also have a distribution of 51% female and 49% male. Sarasota and
Manatee counties, have 52% female residents and 48% male residents, they also have the largest
populations of the five counties. Provided their average age is older and that women have a longer
life expectancy, a larger older female population is to be expected. The two smaller counties,
Hardee and DeSoto, report fewer female residents than male residents. This may be related to the
greater predominance agricultural industries that may be attracting more young and male workers.
Figure 5. Population by Gender, 2019

52%

46%

44%

52%

51%

51%

51%

48%

54%

56%

48%

49%

49%

49%

Manatee

Hardee

DeSoto

Sarasota Charlotte

Florida

United
States

Male

Female

Source: US Census, American Community Survey, 2019
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To best understand the needs of the community served by Step Up Suncoast, it is important to
include the population of individuals identifying as Lesbian, Gay, Bisexual, Transgender, Queer,
and other non-binary and non-heterosexual identities (LGBTQ+). This population tends to face
discrimination that restricts access to resources and wellbeing. Although this information is not
available at the county level in the US Census, the Gallup/Williams Survey estimates that 4.6%
of the population in Florida identifies as LGBTQ+. Using the state level estimate of 4.6% and the
population size for each county, in Figure 6, we show the estimated number of people who may be
identifying as LGBTQ+ in each county as well as available numbers for the state of Florida and for
the United States. Provided the distribution of LGBTQ+ people in rural and urban areas tends to be
similar4, these estimates are likely accurate.
Figure 6. Estimate of Local LGBTQ+ Population, Based on State and National Percentages

County

Population Estimate

4.6% of Population, Estimated
LGBTQ+, 13+, 2020
Gallup/Williams Survey

Manatee

399,710

18,387

Hardee

25,327

1,165

DeSoto

33,976

1,562

Sarasota

434,006

19,964

Charlotte

186,847

8,595

21,538,187

772,000

331,449,281

11,343,000

Florida
United States

Source: The Williams Institute, UCLA School of Law, LGBT Demographic Data Interactive, 2019, US Census,
American Community Survey, 2020

4

https://www.lgbtmap.org/file/lgbt-rural-report.pdf
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Figure 7 shows the number of same-sex couples differentiating between married and unmarried
partners. Marriage has important implications; as an example, during medical emergency
unmarried partners may not be allowed to accompany the partner at the hospital. The information
in Figures 6 and 7 demonstrate that while proportionally small, numerically there may be a
significant number of people in need of specific kinds of support for their wellbeing.
Figure 7. Number of Same-Sex Households per Population, 2019

County

Spouses

Manatee

Unmarried Partners
1,442

783

Hardee

7

0

DeSoto

25

13

Sarasota

1,038

557

Charlotte

454

132

Florida

40,087

30,427

United States

528,120

404,691

Source: US Census, American Community Survey, 2019

In addition to gender, the distribution of a population by race and ethnicity acknowledges the
needs and challenges in a particular community. Figure 8 illustrates the racial diversity in 2019 in
each of the five counties. Sarasota County has the highest percentage of white residents, and the
lowest percentage of black residents. DeSoto has fewer white residents but more black residents
than the other four counties. The county with the highest percentage of residents identifying as
“other” is Manatee County.
Figure 8. Population by Race in each County, 2019

86%

89%

84%

91%

90%

9%
5%

7%
4%

13%
3%

5%
4%

6%
4%

Manatee

Hardee

DeSoto

Sarasota

Charlotte

Other

Black

Source: US Census, American Community Survey, 2019
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Ethnicity, specifically Hispanic identity, proves to be the source greater diversity in some counties.
Figure 9 shows the distribution of the population between “Hispanic” and “non-Hispanic.” Of the
five counties, Hardee has more Hispanic residents at 44% than the four other counties. Yet, Hardee
is not the most racially diverse county. Charlotte County has the lowest proportion of Hispanic
identifying people (7.4%).
Figure 9. Population by Ethnicity in each County, 2019

17%

9%

7%

32%
44%

83%

56%

68%

91%

93%

Manatee

Hardee

DeSoto

Sarasota

Charlotte

Non-Hispanic

Hispanic

Source: US Census, American Community Survey, 2019

EDUCATION
Education serves as an indicator of a society’s available human capital; the individual is earning
capacities, and the population’s likely readiness for civic engagement. Figure 10 illustrates
education levels achieved in 2019 in each county. It is evident that DeSoto and Hardee counties
have more than twice the proportion of the population with no high school degree (27% and 23%
respectively) compared to the other three counties (10%, 9%, 7%). Similarly, they have the lowest
proportion of the population with bachelors and higher degrees with 11% in DeSoto, 10% in Hardee,
compared to the 24% in Charlotte, 30% in Manatee, and 36% in Sarasota.
Figure 10. Education by Percent of Population, by County, 2019
12%

3%
7%

3%
8%

18%

18%

18%

30%

Manatee

9%
15%

21%

49%

44%

23%
Hardee

DeSoto

20%

Some College or
Associate's degree

35%

29%

27%

High School Diploma
or equivalent

9%

12%

12%

No High School
Diploma

Florida

United
States

Sarasota Charlotte

Source: Florida Department of Education, 2020

19%

Graduate or
Professional Degree

29%

27%
7%

12%

30%

29%

29%

11%

Bachelor's Degree
33%

30%
10%

15%
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High school graduation rates for each county and the state are illustrated in Figure 11 for the 20172018 and 2019-2020 school years. The requirement of passing state testing to graduate was
waived for the 2019-2020 school year due to the impact COVID-19 on education. For all counties
and the state high school graduation rates increased from the 2017-2018 to the 2019-2020 school
year. The greatest increase was seen in DeSoto County with a 24-percentage point increase in
graduation rates. In Hardee County, the graduation rate has steadily increased from 59.7% in
2014-15 to 91% in 2019-20.
Figure 11. Graduation Rates per County, 2017-2018 and 2019-2020*

85% 86%

91%

85%

80%

90%

93%

88% 90%

86%

90%

61%

Manatee

Hardee

DeSoto
2017-2018

Sarasota

Charlotte

Florida

2019-2020

*State testing required for graduation was waived due to COVID.
Source: Florida Department of Education, 2020

Figure 12 displays the school district grades from the 2016-2017 to the 2018-2019 school year.
Hardee County was the only county to improve over the 3-year period with all other counties
maintaining the same grade. Sarasota was the only county to receive the highest grade of A on a
scale from A to F. The COVID-19 pandemic led to school closings, quarantines, and virtual learning
inhibiting the learning experience during the 2020-2021 year. As a result, school districts were
given an opportunity to "opt-in" to official grade reporting, provided they tested at least 90% of
eligible students. Most schools did not opt-in, yielding insufficient data for district grade trends for
the 2020-2021 school year.
Figure 12. School District Grades, by County and Academic Year

County

2016-2017

2017-2018

2018-2019

Manatee

B

B

B

Hardee

C

C

B

DeSoto

C

C

C

Sarasota

A

A

A

Charlotte

B

B

B

Source: Florida Department of Education, 2020
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High school graduation rates are displayed by race and ethnicity in Figure 13. Population groups
with less than 10 students were not included in the data (Hardee and DeSoto do not include
Asian and Mixed race students). All race and ethnicity groups had graduation rates over 75%.
In Charlotte, Manatee, and Sarasota have the highest high school graduation rates are among
Asian students. In the more diverse counties, Hardee and DeSoto, both Black and Hispanic
students had higher graduation rates than White students. In Charlotte county Blacks slightly
outdid their White and Hispanic counterparts. Yet in both Manatee and Sarasota, White students
attained higher graduation rates than Blacks and Hispanics.
Figure 13. Graduation Rates by Race and Ethnicity per County, 2019
0%

25%

50%

75%

100%

Manatee

Hardee
White
DeSoto

Black
Hispanic

Sarasota

Asian
Mixed Race

Charlotte

Florida

Source: Florida Department of Education, Education Information and Accountability Services (EIAS), 2020
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Grade level reading is a statewide initiative to help improve early childhood literacy. The Suncoast
Campaign for Grade-Level Reading (SCGLR) is a four-county effort in Charlotte, DeSoto, Manatee
and Sarasota counties to help children from birth through third grade, especially those from assetlimited families succeed in life by ensuring their read on grade level. The Patterson Foundation,
United Way Suncoast, Community Foundation of Sarasota County and United Way Charlotte
County have taken the lead on the campaign and partnered with several organizations, businesses,
and individuals to address the issue. Reading at grade level by third grade is the most crucial
because it is the foundation to learning. Before third grade, students learn to read, after third
grade, students read to learn. Reading also improves vocabulary and critical thinking skills. Third
grade reading scores directly correlate to high school graduation projections as well as several
health and wellness indicators for the future of the child.
Figure 14. Fall 2019 Compared to Fall 2020 Florida Kindergarten Readiness Screener
(FLKRS) District Results

2019-20

2020-21

District
Number

Distract Name

# Test
Takers

00

Florida

190,805

101,818

53%

133,632

76,098

57%

08

Charlotte

1,076

506

47%

921

464

50%

14

DeSoto

353

100

28%

284

85

30%

25

Hardee

423

189

45%

361

117

32%

41

Manatee

3,459

1,803

52%

2,878

1,536

53%

58

Sarasota

2,819

1,523

54%

2,189

1,209

55%

# Scoring % Scoring
500+
500+

# Test
Takers

# Scoring % Scoring
500+
500+

Note: **Per Rule 6M-8.601, F.A.C., adopted by the State Board of Education on May 16, 2018, a score of 500 or higher on the Star
Early Literacy assessment administered to kindergarten students during the first 30 days of the school year indicates a student
is "ready for kindergarten." Results are based on the first assessment administered to each student. https://www.fldoe.org/

Figure 15. Spring 2021 Compared to Spring 2015 Florida Standards Assessments
English Language Arts Grade 3

Percentage Achievement Level 3 or Above
Distract Name

2015

2016

2017

2018

2019

2021

State

53%

54%

58%

57%

58%

54%

Charlotte

50%

57%

66%

63%

69%

62%

DeSoto

35%

35%

31%

29%

34%

32%

Hardee

54%

54%

55%

57%

59%

51%

Manatee

46%

47%

50%

49%

51%

49%

Sarasota

68%

68%

71%

68%

70%

66%

Notes: 1) Pursuant to Florida Department of Education Emergency Order No. 2020-EO-1, spring K-12 statewide assessment
test administrations for the 2019-20 school year were canceled; therefore, data are not reported for 2020. 2) Percentages
displayed in this document for 2015, 2016, 2017, 2018, 2019 may reflect minor differences from percentages
published previously. This is because of the inclusion of additional assessment records reported after the initial
publication of data. 3) To provide meaningful results and protect the privacy of individual students, data are
not reported when the total number of students in a group is less than 10 or when all students in a group are
in the same Achievement Level. An asterisk (*) appears when data are suppressed. https://www.fldoe.org/
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INTERNET
The COVID-19 pandemic beginning in 2020 demonstrated the importance of access to digital devices
and the internet. As social distance measures were implemented, communities utilized telehealth, and
virtual learning. A smartphone provides households with internet access; however, it is not a sufficient
learning device and possesses limited capacity. Children are not able to learn on a smart phone and are
at risk of being left behind their peers. According to Pew Research, 15% of American adults depend on
their smartphones to access the internet. Pew refers to this phenomenon as “smartphone dependency”
where an individual only has internet access through their smartphone. Figure 16 depicts the percentage
of households with at least one device including tablets, smartphones, or a computer. Access to a device
it does not directly correlate to the ability to have consistent access to internet connectivity. Figure
16 provides the illusion that most residents have access to a computer, smart phone, or tablet, but it fails
to illustrate that while approximately 90% of residents in the wealthier counties, possess a device, one in
ten, do not. In DeSoto County, as much as three in ten households are without a computer, smartphone,
or tablet, limiting access to education, social services, employment opportunities and more.
Figure 16. Percentage of Housholds Living with a Computer,
Smartphone, or Tablet, per County, 2015-2019
92%
73%

Manatee

Hardee

92%

91%

92%

90%

Sarasota

Charlotte

Florida

United
States

69%

DeSoto

Source: US Census, American Community Survey, 2019

The percentage of households with access to broadband internet through these devices is illustrated
in Figure 17. Similarly, to digital devices less households in DeSoto and Hardee have internet
subscriptions at 57.3% and 59.5% respectively. All other counties are above the Florida rate of 83%.
Figure 17. Percentage of Households with a Broadband Internet Subscription, 2015-2019
83%

Manatee

60%

57%

Hardee

DeSoto

85%

85%

83%

83%

Sarasota

Charlotte

Florida

United
States

Source: US Census, American Community Survey, 2019

STEP UP SUNCOAST | 2022 COMMUNITY ASSESSMENT REPORT

ECONOMIC INDICATORS: INCOME AND EMPLOYMENT
As can be appreciated in Figure 18, the median household income in Sarasota was the highest of
all five counties at $62,236 and the lowest was DeSoto at $35,438. DeSoto, Hardee, and Charlotte
counties all have a median household income lower than that of the state of Florida, which is at
$55,660. It is relevant to observe that Sarasota, Manatee and Charlotte counties with the higher
density, being urban areas, also have the highest median income while Hardee and DeSoto
counties, being rural areas with lower density, have significantly lower median income.
Figure 18. Household Median Income By County 2015-2019
Sarasota

$62,236

Manatee

$59,009

Florida

$55,660

Charlotte

$51,499

Hardee

$38,682

DeSoto

$35,438

Source: US Census, American Community Survey, 2019

Figure 19 illustrates the percentage of people in the four lowest income brackets in each county.
It is evident that Hardee and DeSoto counties have the largest percentage of people with incomes
below $35,000, with 45.6% and 49.3% respectively. Charlotte County has a significantly lower
proportion, yet still about a third (32.6%) of its residents earning less than $35,000 per year. All
three have higher proportions than those in the State of Florida and the United States. Yet, Sarasota
and Manatee counties have the lowest proportion of people with such low income, with 26% and
24.7% respectively. Keep in mind, however, that 24.7% of Manatee’s population corresponds to
approximately 98,728 people, while 49.3% of DeSoto’s population corresponds to 16,750 people.
Both illustrate that there are a large number of people in all five counties who live in poverty.
Figure 19. Percent of Population in the Four Lowest Income Brackets, by County, 2019
$25,000 to $34,999
13%

14%
9%

16%

21%

10%
9%
3%
4%

6%
10%

Manatee Hardee

7%

$15,000 to $24,999
11%
10%
9%
4%
4%

10%

$10,000 to $14,999
8%

12%

9%

8%

5%
5%

4%
6%

4%
6%

DeSoto Sarasota Charlotte Florida

Source: US Census, American Community Survey, 2019

United
States

Less than $10,000

21

22

COMMUNITY ENGAGEMENT AND DATA COLLECTION

Unemployment rates are reflected in Figure 20 at three different historical moments for each of
the five counties, Florida, and the United States. The time lines illustrate the unemployment rates
before the COVID-19 pandemic began in December 2019, immediately after the beginning of the
pandemic in April 2020, and again in December 2020, about nine months into the pandemic.
All entities had their lowest unemployment rates in December 2019, experienced a significant
increase by April 2020, and had an important decline by December 2020. Yet none had returned
to the 2019 unemployment levels by the end of 2020. Although these trends were similar, the
size of the impact varied. The two rural counties Hardee and DeSoto had the smallest increase in
unemployment rate. This may be because their economies rely more heavily on agriculture than
the hospitality industries and agriculture was less negatively affected by the pandemic compared
to hospitality5.
Figure 20. Unemployment Rate by County, 2019-2020
15%

14%

7%
5%
3%

Manatee

4%

15%

15%

14%

7%
5%

Hardee

3%

5%

4%

DeSoto

Rate Dec 2019

5%

3%

3%

Sarasota

Charlotte

Rate April 2020

5%
3%

6%
4%

Florida

United
States

Rate Dec 2020

Source: US Bureau of Labor and Statistics, 2020

Economic indicators demonstrate that the urban counties have significantly higher incomes than
rural counties and a lower proportion of the population earning less than $35,000 per year. It is
also noted that numerically, there are more people earning low income in urban areas than in rural
ones. The unemployment rates before and after the height of the initial wave of the COVID-19
pandemic are not as dramatically different as income is.

5

https://teamdesoto.com/facts-stats/workforce-training/; https://hardeebusiness.com/site_selection/target_industries
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POVERTY
Poverty is based on income thresholds set to determine the minimum cost of basic needs such as
shelter, food, clothing, utilities, transportation, and more. The Federal Poverty Level (FPL) was first
created in 1964 as an attempt to define the level of poverty in the United States. Based on a 1955
USDA survey, it was determined that a typical family of three or more spent about a third of their
after-tax income on food. Officials at the Social Security Administration took the minimum USDA
estimate for the cost of basic nutrition for a family of four (the “economy food plan”) and tripled
that number. It does not take into account any costs except food and uses a multiplier based on
an estimate from a survey in 1955. Starting in 1969, the Social Security Administration linked yearly
updates of FPL to the Consumer Price Index. The poverty threshold varies depending on the
number of people in a household. In 2019, the Federal Poverty Level for a four-person household
was $25,750. The percentage of families in Florida and by county are displayed in Figure 21.
Figure 21. Percentage of Families Living Below Poverty, by County, 2019
18%

17%

8%

10%

8%
5%

Manatee Hardee

DeSoto Sarasota Charlotte Florida

Source: US Census, American Community Survey, 2019

Figure 22 demonstrates the racial and ethnic disparities in poverty rates in each of the five counties
and the state of Florida. In all five counties and in Florida, non-Hispanic white people have the lowest
poverty rate, followed by white people that include Hispanics. In most counties, except Charlotte, the
Black population has a higher poverty rate compared to the Hispanic population. In Charlotte County,
the poverty rate for the Hispanic population is higher than that of the Black population.
Figure 22. Percentage of People Living Below Poverty by Race and Ethnicity, 2019
44%
38%

37%

32%

28%
21%

25%

22%

16%
9%

18%

17%
12%
6%

Hardee

Hispanic

25%

7%

Manatee

Non-Hispanic

32%

DeSoto

6%

Sarasota

Source: US Census, American Community Survey, 2019
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As part of the National School Lunch Program free and reduced lunch is offered to children from
economically disadvantaged families. The percentage of elementary students that receive both
free and reduced lunch is shown in Figure 23. For the 2019-2020 school year, Hardee and DeSoto
County were above the Florida average of 63.7% at 97% and 93.7% respectively. Manatee, and
Sarasota, were below the Florida average. In Charlotte County, 66.8% of students were eligible for
free/reduced school lunch. Within each bar graph, the actual number of students is bolded within
the bar graph. It important to remember that Hardee and DeSoto counties have the lowest
number of people, while Sarasota and Manatee have the highest. Therefore, 43.5% of a larger
population yields a higher number of people compared to 97% of a much lower population size.
In addition, having as many as 43.5% of school-aged children living in poverty is a deep concern
for any society. During the 2020-2021 and in 2021-2022, all students were provided with free
lunches regardless of income as part of COVID-19 relief efforts.
Figure 23. Number and Percentage of Students Eligible for Free/Reduced Lunch, 2020-2021
97%

67%

67%

10,369

1,780,525

94%

59%

4,371

4,846

18,637

44%
29,150
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Source: US Census, American Community Survey, 2019

ASSET LIMITED INCOME CONSTRICTED EMPLOYED (ALICE)
Asset Limited Income Constricted Employed or ALICE is the designation used to represent working
people who are above the Federal Poverty Line but do not have enough income to afford basic
household needs. The income used to define the ALICE threshold is determined by the annual cost
to afford household basics in 2018. In Figure 24, one can compare ALICE thresholds by county to the
Federal Poverty Level (FPL) Annual Income for single adults and a household of four people
Figure 24. Annual Cost of Household Basics, 2018
$66,156

$62,676
$54,588

$56,258

$59,796
Family of 4

$26,028

$22,056

$21,996

$27,624

$23,904

$25,750
$12,490

Manatee

Hardee

DeSoto

Sarasota

Source: ALICE Threshold, American Community Survey, 2018
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FPL Annual
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Single Adult
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United Way’s ALICE, MIT’s Living Wage Calculator, and the Economic Policy Institute’s Family
Budget Calculator (EPC) are three tools often used to determine the actual cost of living.
Incorporating elements such as the cost of rent, childcare, healthcare, transportation, etc.
these tools provide a more informed understanding of the economic balance in a community.
The ALICE index was utilized for the Community Needs Assessment, however of the three, ALICE
is conservative in its budgeting in comparison to the other tools mentioned. The ALICE threshold
for a family of four in Manatee County is $62,676, the EPC family budget is $77,800, and MIT puts
the Living Wage for a family of four (two working parents) at $85,612. Compare these numbers
with the median income in Manatee County (Figure 16) of $59,009. According to the FPLAI, a
family attaining the median income would be well above the poverty line. Yet, this family of four
will not have attained enough earnings to cover the actual cost of living in this county as per
ALICE, EPC or MIT thresholds.
Figure 25 depicts the percent of households in each county that are in poverty or below the FPL,
within ALICE range, and above the ALICE threshold. Evidently, FPLAI indicates poverty rates
ranging between 9% and 22% in the five counties, while ALICE indicates poverty rates ranging
between 28% and 46%. The needs of the population Step Up Suncoast serves is larger than what
the Federal Poverty Line indicates.
Figure 25. Percent of Households, by Economic Indicator, 2018
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55%

62%
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Source: ALICE Threshold, American Community Survey, 2018
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FOOD INSECURITY
In 2019 across the United States 10.9% of the population experienced food insecurity. Figure 26
shows the percentage of people that are food insecure in Florida and across the five counties
Step Up Suncoast serves. In Florida 12% of residents are food insecure and only Manatee and
Sarasota are below the state food insecurity rate. DeSoto County is the most food insecure among
the five counties at 16.1%. Even so, 11.3% of a population of 434,006 is more than 49,000 people
experiencing uncertainty about their access to food while 16.1% of a population of 33,976 refers to
5,470 food insecure individuals in DeSoto. In either situation, this is a large number of people in
need of support from organizations like Step Up Suncoast.
Figure 26. Percentage of Population that are Food Insecure by County, 2019
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Florida
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Source: Feeding America, Map the Meal Gap, 2019

Figure 27 displays the percentage of children by county and state that were food insecure in 2019.
DeSoto County has the most children experiencing food insecurity at 22.9% with Hardee and
Charlotte close behind at 21.9% and 20.3% respectively. Sarasota and Manatee fell beneath the
Florida rate of 17.1% with Sarasota being the lowest.
Figure 27. Percentage of Children that are Food Insecure by County, 2019
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Source: Feeding America, Map the Meal Gap, 2019

STEP UP SUNCOAST | 2022 COMMUNITY ASSESSMENT REPORT

The Supplemental Nutrition Assistance Program (SNAP) and other nutrition and food assistance
programs aid in decreasing the amount of people experiencing food insecurity. Figure 28 illustrates
the percentage of people that fall above and below the income threshold of 200% of poverty in
order to qualify for these programs. In all counties, and Florida more than 50% of the population
falls beneath the poverty threshold of 200% making them eligible for nutrition assistance programs.
Figure 28. Percentage of Population Above and Below SNAP and Other Nutrition Programs Threshold
of 200% of Poverty, 2019
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Nutrition assistance programs for children of economically disadvantaged families require a lower
poverty threshold of 185% for eligibility. Figure 29 shows the percentage of children that are food
insecure regardless of the ability to qualify for nutrition assistance programs. In 2019, all counties
except Hardee had over 20% of children experiencing food insecurity although they were ineligible
for nutrition assistance programs.
Figure 29. Percentage of Children Food Insecure and Eligibility for Nutrition Assistance Programs, 2019
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In Figure 30 the average cost of a school meal is compared across the United States, Florida, and
the five counties. The price of a meal ranges from $3.75 in Manatee County to $2.92 in Hardee
County. The cost of a school meal in Florida and the United States is lower than that of urban
counties and higher than the cost in the rural counties. Consider, for instance, that people earning
less than $35,000 per year in Sarasota would need to pay $3.75 per meal, while people earning the
same amount, would need to pay $2.92 in Hardee County.
Figure 30. Average Cost of a Meal per County, 2019
Sarasota

$3.75

Manatee

$3.39

Charlotee

$3.34
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$3.28

United States
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Source: Feeding America, Map the Meal Gap, 2019

Summary of Data Profiles
It is evident that Step Up Suncoast is working in very different environments in each of these
counties. The rural character of DeSoto and Hardee counties and their data indicators point to
numerically small populations that were not significantly affected by the pandemic and with
similar unemployment rates as the other counties, but experiencing lower educational attainment,
lower wages, and higher poverty and food insecurity. While this may paint a better picture for the
population in Charlotte, Manatee, and Sarasota, their larger populations with high proportions of
children in poverty, and the racial disparities in the proportion of people in poverty indicate that
many people in Charlotte, Manatee, and Sarasota continue to benefit from the support provided
by Step Up Suncoast and other such organizations. Below we present the research conducted to
explore what the people in these counties report as their most pressing needs.
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Focus Groups
The taskforce conducted a study intended to inform improvements in the community survey.
Partners recruited several volunteers from the organizations participating in the taskforce to
facilitate the focus groups. On April 8, the Health Council of West Central Florida conducted
a virtual volunteer training to prepare them for roles as focus group facilitators, note takers,
and observers. The two and a half hour training took place through Zoom virtual conferencing
platform. The training included a presentation describing the purpose, roles, and best practices
of focus groups along with an interactive exercise for participants to practice their skills. Eight
individuals participated in the training, six as facilitators and note takers, two as observers.
The taskforce of stakeholders worked together to create the format of the focus groups including
the facilitation structure, locations, duration, and recruitment of participants. Five focus groups
were originally scheduled at four different locations, at varied times of the day, three in English
and two in Spanish. The first English focus group was canceled due to lack of registrations and
in the final one, no participants attended. Focus groups were scheduled for one-hour blocks
of time. Two trained individuals who alternated between asking questions and taking notes
facilitated each focus group. Additional observers included Step Up Suncoast and Health Council
of West Central Florida staff. Participant demographics from each focus group are displayed in
the following chart. It is evident that there is a heavy gender imbalance toward women, there is
significant participation from the Hispanic population, only two counties are represented (Manatee
and Sarasota), mostly married people, a close to even distribution between full- and part-time
workers as well as between homeowners and renters, and a fairly even distribution between those
with some college education to a college degree (10) and those with a high school degree or
technical degree and less educational attainment (9).
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Figure 31. Focus Group Demographics

Demographics

Group 1
4/28/21

Group 2
5/3/21

Group 3
5/5/21

Language Spoken during Focus Group

Spanish

English

Spanish

Languages Spoken at Home

English,
Spanish,
Portuguese

English,
Spanish

English,
Spanish

Female

6

3

8

Male

0

2

0

White

1

3

NA

Hispanic

5

2

NA

Manatee

5

2

7

Sarasota

1

3

1

Married

5

1

6

Single

1

2

1

Separated/Divorced

0

2

1

NA

NA

7

Full-Time

1

3

3

Part-Time

3

2

3

Unemployed

1

Homeowner

4

3

2

Renter

2

2

6

Live in area for at least 1 year

6

5

7

Live in area for less than 1 year

0

0

1

Bachelor’s Degree

3

4

1

Associates Degree

0

0

2

High School Diploma

2

0

3

Less than High School
Diploma

1

0

2

Technical School
Certificate

0

1

0

Gender identified
Race/Ethnicity
Identified
County of Residence

Marital Status

With Children

With Children

Housing

Education Level

*NA indicates Not Applicable, as participants left the question blank.

1
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Each focus group began with an introduction and setting the ground rules. Participants were
seated six feet apart and asked to wear masks for the duration of their time to adhere to COVID-19
protection.

QUESTIONS AND DISCUSSIONS
1. What does quality of life mean to you?
Each of the three focus groups discussed issues such as safety, education, family/children, and
health when asked what quality of life means to them. All three groups discussed quality of
life to mean good jobs, economic prosperity, and affordable resources. One of the groups also
mentioned access to transportation and another group focused on access to health information
and healthcare.
Participants in all three groups considered education, family/children, and entertainment/
parks as priorities for their quality of life. Regarding priorities for quality of life, some participants
noted the need for more time to spend with family, access to parks, and other places to be
physically active. This latter item may be related to the enclosure experienced during the
pandemic, making public spaces for physical activity particularly relevant to participants. Others
discussed a place and time for religion, including education with a religion class.
Regarding education, participants called for good schools with motivated teachers, ensuring
children have opportunities to become well-rounded citizens, low-cost extracurricular programs
in music, art, etc. Participants expressed gratitude to teachers and indicated a desire to
have teachers teach children what parents cannot, as parents cannot always know or provide
insight for their children especially when they are not present. Participants want teachers to
have tools and guidance when working with parents through their busy schedules and language
barriers. They also suggested educational opportunities for parents. These included programs so
mothers can learn skills, help each other, and save time and money that can instead be invested in
the family; obligatory trainings for parents to help them build on their children’s skills and talents
and motivate them; opportunities for parents to learn trades along with their children so they
can spend more time with them, teach them values while making themselves more marketable.
Regarding safety, some participants focused more on providing safe environments for
children. Others addressed reducing vandalism and the presence of people who may be homeless
from sleeping in neighborhoods. There is also a concern that their children are reporting the
presence of drugs in the schools. Some want to have input on what happens in their community
and desire more responsive city officials. Overall, the group wishes protect their children from
negative exposure.
2. What do you believe are the 2-3 most important issues in your community to improve the
quality and comfort of life?
Participants said that the most important issues to improve quality and comfort of life included
improving communication regarding opportunities, services, safety, housing, environment,
and other resources for families and children. More specifically, they highlighted the importance of
parks and entertainment; free/low-cost healthcare; and educational support, including after school
programs, extracurricular activities, free childcare during the adult classes, and programming
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on weekends as parents may be working during the week and unable to attend. In the Spanish
language groups, participants prioritized English classes for adults.
Many of the top issues mentioned in this section are being addressed but would benefit from
improved distribution of information. To improve communication, participants suggested a central
point that distributes information to families for everything in the community and using social
media and television to reach people about agencies and resources. Among topics to cover they
noted information about how children can apply for college and seek funding (scholarships,
grants); inform homeowners about their expectations and rights; to be fully informed of
what occurs in their community including the ability to monitor and provide input that is
valued regarding community expansion and the community’s Master Plan.
Affordable housing was a top concern for participants, provided housing costs take up most
of their monthly budget. They indicated the need to have enough space for all the members in
their household; the need to address the needs of the growing homeless population. Related to
concerns with housing is their expressed concern for the environment. Participants specifically
addressed water quality, the presence of Red Tide, which inhibits their ability to safely use the
beaches for recreation. They observed that the fertilizer used in the community runs into the water
supply and suggested developing the natural environment for beautification in public areas.
Regarding safety, participants specified the need for safe neighborhoods with streetlights,
sidewalks, speed bumps, cleanliness of streets, and safe parks. With the immense and continuing
growth of the community, there is a need to improve traffic conditions; people are driving too fast
creating unsafe environments especially for children. They recommended more accountability for
violation of driving laws.
3. What types of services or support do you use to maintain your well-being?
• Have these been helpful?
• Are there ways they could improve?
• What is missing?
Focus group participants praised the services offered by UnidosNow, Jewish Family & Children’s
Services, Gulf-Coast Jewish Family Services, the LIHEAP program offered by Step Up Suncoast,
and activities and services offered by the library. Services utilized include rental assistance, church
food pantries, and resources for childcare. Parent-teacher meetings offered by the schools also
prove to be an important source of support for parents. Despite the benefits of the parent-teacher
meetings, participants discussed barriers that include language and meetings offered during
times that parents are working. They also highlighted the need for childcare, and opportunities for
parents to have free time.
Many of the participants discussed barriers regarding the qualifications needed to obtain certain
services. Barriers mentioned included:

•

Requirement of paystubs, which may not be obtained if individual is paid in cash or may just
be starting a new job.

•

To qualify for Headstart, you must have a job, but if parents do not have childcare
like Headstart, they cannot get a job.

•

Income requirements are too low especially when they do not account for number of
dependents.
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Participants shared their experience of working with “burnt-out” services providers that appear
too legalistic. They recommended that community services network with each other to share
resources with each other and then with community members. One group recommended
hosting an “Expo,” where all community service providers are present and community members
can collect information. Focus group participants continued to express the need for improved
communication of programs, services, and opportunities. One of the groups conducted in Spanish
discussed the need for the communication to be distributed in English and in Spanish. Parents
need childcare in order to attend English language classes. They also mentioned feeling “isolated”
from opportunities in their community.
4. What else do you (your family, your children) need to maintain or improve quality and
comfort of life?
Responses to this question focused on social opportunities and community connectivity. All
three groups discussed the importance of mental health services, specifically for youth
and “blended” families. Programs for youth and adults to connect through sports,
education, and family activities were common suggestions. One of the groups talked about
how much they enjoyed the focus group itself and would like to have similar opportunities to
connect. Another group suggested offering opportunities to “give back” to their community as a
way of connecting socially.
One of the groups conducted in Spanish suggested programs for Latino children to improve
their Spanish. They discussed that often the parents speak Spanish, but the kids do not, or they can
speak it but not write it, and they want to help their kids to be bilingual. Another suggestion was to
provide bilingual programs for adults to learn and help their children with their schoolwork.
Participants in group 2 discussed a need to feel more connected to local government and law
enforcement. Suggestions included “meet and greet” opportunities with law enforcement,
and town hall meetings at convenient times. They want to know how they can make their voices
heard and expressed concern over priority given to “privileged” residents. Participants want to
know that their concerns are heard and want to be involved in the decision-making process for
their community.

TOP ISSUES AND CONCERNS
Throughout the three focus groups, participant comments centered around the themes of safe
environments, communication in English and Spanish of services and opportunities for families and
children, and responsive community leadership.
The concerns regarding a safe environment center around crime, including vandalism, the presence
of drugs in school, presence of people who are homeless, traffic violations, and insufficient street
lighting. Safety is also an environmental concern with respect to pollution and the existence of Red
Tide. All the safety concerns impede on the community’s ability to utilize existing resources, like
parks and beaches to be physically active and engage in social experiences.
Focus group participants expressed a need to be more aware of the services and opportunities
available to them throughout the community. This includes opportunities for residents who
speak Spanish to learn and practice English, and for community opportunities to be advertised
in both languages. Improvement is needed in the distribution of information regarding
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community opportunities and social services. Focus group participants recommended programs
that exist in the community but lack access and information about them. Additional barriers
exist for certain services and opportunities with respect to income restrictions, affordability,
transportation, and childcare. Specific services and opportunities centered on supporting
family and education. Examples include parks, entertainment, religion, extracurricular
activities, and opportunities where parents and children can learn together.
Communication, access, and responsiveness of community leadership was a theme throughout
the discussions. Focus group participants discussed the need to be involved in the decisions
made for their community regardless of their socioeconomic status. While there are community
meetings held, focus group participants expressed an inability to access the meetings due to
conflicts including work schedules and childcare. They also expressed a lack of awareness about
where and when meetings take place and shared that they find out about meetings after they
occur. The participants suggested regular “meet-and-greets” with law enforcement, and town hall
meetings with local leadership to improve community relationships and connectivity.
The information gathered from the focus group study is very rich. Yet, because the population of
participants is small and not necessarily representative of the larger population, the details from
these sessions should be considered in conjunction with the more extensive survey. These results
helped make improvements to the previous survey tool and provided insight to inform the next
steps for Step Up Suncoast and its partners in serving the community.

Key Informant Interviews
Thirty-three elected mayors, commissioners, representatives and aides from Sarasota, Manatee,
DeSoto, Charlotte and Hardee counties were contacted for key informant interviews. Ultimately,
three in-depth virtual interviews were conducted with local elected officials from Hardee, Manatee
and DeSoto counties. The interviews occurred in September and October of 2021 and were roughly
45 minutes in length. The CEO of Step Up Suncoast, Amy Yount Tittle, conducted the questioning
alongside a note taker.
The intent of the interviews was to gain perspective from influential decision makers in the counties
served. The key informants were presented with county-specific Community Needs Assessment
Survey data and three questions.
1.

What is the most pressing need in your community?

2.

Do you feel the trends for your community are represented in this data, and do you feel
they are unique to your county?

3.

What aid resources are most valuable at current, and do you have any untapped resources?

All elected officials felt that the assessment conducted was generally fair and representative, with
one official stating that data was “spot on”. When responding to the first question concerning the
most pressing needs of each county, the elected officials largely mirrored their county-specific
survey results.
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The following are pressing needs reported by the key informants from all three counties.

•
•
•
•
•

Lack of “entry level living wage” jobs
Lack of affordable housing
Need for affordable childcare to enable parents to work
Improvements in public parks and recreation facilities
Help with utility payments and internet access, especially in the wake of COVID-19

County-specific needs are,

•
•
•

Budgeting classes (Hardee)

•
•

Tutoring and mentorship (DeSoto)

Water and waste bill assistance (Hardee)
Job retention (Manatee)

Healthcare assistance education (DeSoto)

Each elected official shared current improvement projects addressing needs in their counties,
including DeSoto’s “Tiny-Town” project addressing homelessness, Hardee’s multi-park development
in progress, and Manatee’s recent addition of affordable housing.
Aligned with the survey results, all three representatives and their aides stressed the importance
of education and connecting low-income families to the resources available to them. Additionally,
partnerships between aid-bearing organizations were suggested to embolden capabilities and
reduce duplicity.
The interviews align with the survey results and reinforce the benefits of informed partnerships
with the local electorate.
Key Informant Participants

•
•
•

Terry Atchley, City Manager of Wauchula (Hardee County)
Gene Brown, the Mayor of Bradenton (Manatee County)
Keith Keene, Mayor of Arcadia (Desoto County)
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COMMUNITY SURVEY AND ANALYSIS
On June 21, 2021, Step Up Suncoast opened a 26-question community survey in English and
Spanish, to engage residents of the counties served. The survey was distributed to over 100 local
agencies through e-mail, and additional paper copies were left at businesses throughout the
community. Students from New College of Florida and Step Up Suncoast staff further engaged
residents through targeted outreach at the locations in Figure 32. Survey distribution ended
August 8, 2021, and paper surveys were entered into the survey collection software.
Figure 32. Survey Outreach Locations

Headquarters Barber Shop; Bradenton

Fred Atkins Park; Sarasota

Jetsons Creative Trends; Sarasota

Payne Park; Sarasota

Red Barn Plaza Flea Market; Bradenton

Laundry Matt laundromats; Bradenton,
Sarasota, and Port Charlotte

Church of the Redeemer Episcopal; Sarasota

Turning Points; Bradenton

La Primavera; Sarasota

Manatee Central Library; Bradenton

Phuoc Loc Tho; Sarasota

Farmers Market Grocery; Bradenton

Selby Library; Sarasota

Central Florida Health Care, Inc.; Wauchula

Betty J Johnson Library; Sarasota

DeSoto County Department of Health; Arcadia

Bethlehem Baptist Church; Sarasota

Florida Department of Health in Hardee;
Wauchula

La Abuelita Latin Market; Sarasota

DeSoto County Library; Arcadia

Newtown Farmer's Market; Sarasota

Hardee County Library; Wauchula

MLK Jr Park; Sarasota

Walmart, #811; Arcadia

Walmart, #759; Wauchula
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CHARACTERISTICS OF THE SAMPLE
To aim for equitable representation of the population, goals were set for the survey collection.
Population data was utilized to set the goals that were assessed throughout the data collection.
United States Census Demographic and Housing Estimates from 2019 were used to establish goals.
Figure 32 displays the goals set, and the actual number of surveys collected in each category.
Although we did not attain the desired distribution, the comparison allows us to see that there is
over representation from counties and populations with the greatest need (DeSoto and Hardee).
In that sense, the surveyed population is more reflective of the target population of Step Up
Suncoast services than the general population may be.
Only nine, Charlotte County residents completed the survey, therefore, Charlotte is particularly
underrepresented. We also only attained a little more than half the sample we had hoped from
Sarasota County. While these two wealthier counties are underrepresented in the sample, in
Manatee we did attain close to the desired numbers, making Manatee over represented. In most
counties, there is also an overrepresentation of people of color. Regarding this overrepresentation,
it is also more likely yielding a better reflection of the population Step Up Suncoast and other
service organizations aim to serve. Hence, while the sample is not representative of the overall
population in each county, the sample is representative of groups with greater need for support.
Although Step Up Suncoast serves residents of five counties, most recipients of their services
are from Hardee, DeSoto and Manatee counties. Therefore, the existing overrepresentation of
participants from these counties is preferable.
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Figure 33. Survey Sample Goals and Actual Demographics
# Of
Population
Total
Population
1,048,810

Manatee

384,213

% Total
Population
of 5
Counties

36.63%

Survey Data
Actual
# of
Surveys
Collected

812

27,131

2.59%

36,903

3.51%

16%

10%

3%

Goal # of
Surveys

366

261

60

38

7

Actual

354

193

102

34

3

84%

44%

8%

1

Goal # of
Surveys

26

12

11

2

1

Actual

113

52

43

14

1

85%

32%

13%

.2%

Goal # of
Surveys

35

19

11

4

1

Actual

103

49

38

15

0

93%

9%

5%

2%

% County
Population
Sarasota

Charlotte

419,496

181,067

39.99%

17.26%

#
Asian

87%

% County Population
DeSota

#
#
Hispanic Black

% County Population

% County Population
Hardee

# White
NonHispanic

Goal # of
Surveys

400

332

37

23

8

Actual

222

104

69

34

1

% County Population

84%

7%

5%

1%

Goal # of
Surveys

173

145

13

13

2

Actual

9

6

2

# Other/
No
Response

Figure 34 illustrates the number of surveys collected in English (676) and in Spanish (136) including
both formats (electronic and paper)
Figure 34. Number of Surveys Collected by Language

Completed Surveys

812

English

676
(33 Reported Spanish as the primary language
in the household)

Spanish

136

22

3

1

14

1

STEP UP SUNCOAST | 2022 COMMUNITY ASSESSMENT REPORT

Paper surveys in both languages were specifically distributed to elderly and homeless populations
who may experience challenges in completing an online survey. Paper surveys represent 37% of the
total. Unlike the online version, paper surveys could not prevent participants from offering more
answers than the ones required in some questions. This made such answers invalid and were not
included in the analysis of those specific questions. Characteristics of the paper surveys are shown
in Figure 35.
Figure 35. Paper Surveys Completed and Entered into Online Data Collector

Paper Survey Count
Language

Complete

Complete *(99)

**Misc.

Total

English

160

78

3

241

Spanish

30

29

2

61

Total

190

107

5

301

*(99) Surveys refer to questions with an answer outside of the parameters of given responses.
**(Misc.) Surveys refer to responses including demographics only, non-responses, or "other county".

Demographics of the survey participants include those who reside in a county not currently served
by Step Up Suncoast. The residents of “other” counties are not represented in the remainder of
data report as findings are presented primarily by county to specify the needs of each community
resulting in 807 total participants. Figures 36 and 37 represent the county of residence and gender
of participants respectively.
Figure 36. Percentage of Participants
by County of Residence
1%

1%

Figure 37. Percentage of Participants
by Gender
<1%

2%

1%

Manatee

Female

Hardee

Male

DeSoto

27%

Sarasota
Charlotte
Other

Gender Fluid

27%
44%

No Response
71%

13%
14%

Non-Binary
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Figure 38 denotes the race and ethnicity of 774 participants, 33 participants did not answer the
question and 1 participant entered their religion in place of a race or ethnicity. Figure 39 illustrates
the age groups represented among 795 of the participants, as 12 did not answer the question.
Figures 40 depicts the participants’ sexual orientation.

Figure 38. Percentage of Participants
by Race and Ethnicity
1%
White or
Caucasian

Figure 39. Percentage of Participants
by Age

1%

1%

8%

12%

25-44 years

Hispanic
or Latino
Black/
African
American

18-24 years

19%

American
Indian or
Alaskan
Native
50%

42%
30%

32%

1%
3% Unknown. No Reponse

Figure 40. Percentage of Participants
by Sexual Orientation
2%

4%

1%

6%

Straight/Heterosexual
Gay/Lesbian/
Homosexual
Bisexual
Other
No Response
Other

45-64 years
65 and over

Asian or
Pacific
Islander
Multi-racial

16-17 years

87%
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Figure 41 displays the education level of participants. Education levels that were incomplete such
as “some college” and “some vocational school,” were grouped together during data analysis. The
group “AA degree” represents participants that hold an Associate of Arts or Associate level degree.
For “BA degree”, this represents people who hold a Bachelors’ level degree. People who held a
Masters’ degree, professional degree or other graduate level degree were grouped in the “MA
Degree or above” category per the answer choices given to participants. Of the participants, 33.5%
have a BA or higher degree, 23.7% have an AA degree or some college or vocational school, 20.7%
attained a high school degree, while 15.5% have not attained a high school degree. This sample is
more educated than the general population.
Figure 41. Education Level of Participants by Percent
5%

11%

15%

19%

7%

5%

21%

17%

No High School

Vocational School

Some High School

AA Degree

High School Graduate/GED

BA Degree

Some College or Vocational School

MA Degree
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Household size is shown in Figure 42. Most participants live in households with two people, followed
by individuals. There is an equal proportion of households with three and four people, while 8.7% of the
participants live in households with more than six people. Only .2% of the participants are homeless.
Figure 42. Reported Household Size By Number of Participants
23%
19%
17%

17%

11%

5%

6%
4%

<1%
Homeless 1 Person

2 Person

3 People

4 People

5 People

6 People

7 or
More
People

No
Response

Figure 43 demonstrates the representation of annual income per household of the survey
participants based in which county they reside. Annual income per household is the sum of the
income of all working individuals in a home. Seventy-five participants skipped or preferred not to
provide their household income. Forty-seven were unsure of their household income resulting in
122 participants reporting no household income, corresponding to 15.1% of the total participants
who are excluded from this part of the analysis. Although the income ranges are not fully
comparable to those in Figure 19, this sample generally speaking has a comparable composition as
that of the general population, with the exception of Charlotte County. There is a higher proportion
of lower income people in DeSoto and Hardee compared to Manatee and Sarasota.
Figure 43. Percentage of Participants by Income in Each County
4%
3%

9%
5%

4%
13%

19%
13%
12%

50%

Manatee

Over $100,000

13%
19%

52%
33%

33%

23%

$75,000 to $99,999
75%
$50,000 to $74,999

26%

$20,000 to $49,999

27%

23%

19%

25%

Hardee

DeSoto

Sarasota

Charlotte

Source: ALICE Threshold, American Community Survey, 2018

Less than $20,000
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Across all counties, the median household size was two people, and the median household income
was between $20,000 and $34,999. This is less than the Florida median income of $55,660 and
the Manatee County median income of $59,000 where most survey participants reside. The
distribution of people with more than $50,000 between the counties corresponds to the greater
wealth in Sarasota and Manatee compared to DeSoto and Hardee. As many as 35.4% of Sarasota’s
survey respondents have household incomes of $75,000 dollars or more. While in DeSoto, only
12.6% of participants are earning that much. The outlier being Charlotte, where the small number
of participants were in the $50,000 to $74,999 income range. With the exception of Charlotte, our
sample is reflective of the higher proportion of the population in poverty in DeSoto and Hardee
compared to Manatee and Sarasota.
Participants were asked to indicate their employment status, as shown in Figure 44. Only one
participant selected multiple choices indicating they are holding two jobs at once and are included
in the “other” category. The sample includes 63% who are working (self-employed, day laborer, full
and part time employed) and if we add the unemployed (12%), the labor force participation is 75%.
Provided labor force participation in these counties ranges between 41% and 54% and Florida’s
is 59%, our sample has a higher representation of the working population than in the general
population. The unemployed represent 12% of the sample, which is lower than what was observed
in these counties during the height of the pandemic (April 2020 and the surveys were done June
and July), but higher than the December 2019 and December 2020 unemployment rates in any of
the counties or the state (Figure 11). The sample is more representative of the population Step Up
Suncoast serves than of the general population.
Figure 44. Employment Status of Participants
47%

13%

5%

1%
SelfEmployed

13%

12%

Fulltime

Part- Unemployed Student
time

4%
Disabled

Retired

1%

<1%

Day
Laborer

Other

*Other includes volunteer, seasonal workers, retired part time workers, and homemakers

4%
No
Response
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The survey asked participants to describe the financial state of their household based on a scale
of “economically secure” to “economically insecure.” These findings are shown by income range
in Figure 45. Sixty-six participants preferred not to answer while 23 skipped the question entirely.
Survey responses confirm the trends displayed by the ALICE indices described in Figure 24. A
person’s perceptions of their economic security remain negative until they approach the minimum
necessary incomes described by the ALICE index for a family of four (the $50,000 - $74,999
range). There is a significant jump in the percentage of people who feel economically secure when
comparing people earning $34,999 or less and those earning $35,000 or more.
Figure 45. Perceived Financial Status by Income Range
Less than
$20,000*
30%

21%

$20,000 to
$34,999*
17%

10%

20%

37%

61%

$50,000 to
$74,999

$75,000 to
$99,999*

3%

3%

29%

$35,000 to
$49,999*

40%

48%

Over
$100,000**
5%

<1%

16%

61%

Economically Secure

78%

Economically at Risk

*Income ranges that fall below the ALICE threshold
**Income ranges that are above the ALICE threshold

92%

Economically Insecure
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Participants were asked about their housing status to provide context for community needs shown
in Figure 46. It is evident that the distribution of renters and homeowners is almost the same. It
indicates that a significant portion (42.5%) are homeowners; hence, they have more stability in
their housing and some wealth. Almost as many (42.9%) are able to pay for rent, but are not as
secure nor do they have much wealth as homeowners. Respondents offered multiple answers,
which explains why there is more than 100% in the distribution of responses. The sample has some
representation (3.3% - 4.8%) of people with subsidized housing, houseless individuals, and people
in other kinds of precarious living arrangements.
Figure 46. Participant Housing Status

Housing Status

%

Rent

43%

Own a home

43%

Homeless/houseless – living on the streets

3%

Subsidized housing

3%

Other*

5%

No Response

3%

*Other includes staying with family and friends, temporary shelter, couch surfing, rectory, foreclosure, and other
unstable housing

Concerning the composition of the sample, it is evident we did not attain a sample representative
of the general population. However, it is more representative of the population that would benefit
from Step Up Suncoast’s services. There is a larger proportion of participants from DeSoto and
Hardee counties, where Step Up Suncoast offers more services. Our sample also has a higher
proportion of lower income people in these counties compared to the other three. Our sample has
a much larger proportion of female participants, yet it is also the case that women tend to have
lower earning than men and have higher home care responsibilities; therefore, they also contribute
to a sample that is more representative of the population that is more likely to benefit from Step
Up Suncoast’s services.

INDIVIDUAL AND COMMUNITY NEEDS
To understand the needs of each community the findings have been separated by county.
In analyzing these data, it is important to keep in mind that there were only nine respondents from
Charlotte County, making the results for this county less reliable. The number of participants per
county are reproduced in Figure 47.
Figure 47. Number of Participants by County

Total Participants

Manatee

Hardee

Desota

Sarasota

Charlotte

354

113

103

222

9

45
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In order to explore what are the most pressing needs participants themselves face, they were
asked, “What do you worry about? (check all that apply).” Figure 48 shows the items that had
the highest number of respondents selecting it. In all counties except Charlotte, paying bills was
among the top three most common worries. Paying for health care also was among the top three
most common worries in most counties, yet for this item, the exception was Hardee County. In all
counties, keeping self and family healthy was among the top four most marked items.
While these three items were among the top four concerns in the majority of the counties, there
were some observable trends distinguishing the higher poverty from the wealthier counties. In
the higher poverty counties (Hardee and DeSoto), paying bills was the most common concern,
while it was the second and third most common in the wealthier counties (Sarasota and
Manatee). Participants from Manatee and Sarasota were most worried about their ability to pay
for healthcare, while this worry was the third and seventh most common for DeSoto and Hardee
residents. In addition, Hardee and DeSoto listed keeping self and family healthy as a forth concern,
while it was among the top three most common concern in the other three counties. Although
Charlotte County’s low number of participants make its responses less reliable, the responses were
more similar to those of Sarasota and Manatee counties. In contrast, Hardee county residents’
worries were distinctively different compared to the other four counties.
Although healthcare and its affordability are among the top four concerns in most counties, the
COVID-19 pandemic does not appear to have had an effect on the results when compared with the
survey from the 2019 Community Needs Assessment. A similar question asking respondents what
worried them in the 2019 Community Needs Assessment, yielded similar responses, with “paying
bills” and “keeping my family healthy” as the top two responses.
Figure 48. What do you worry about?

Worries

Manatee

Hardee

DeSoto

Sarasota

Charlotte

Paying the bills

3

1

1

2

10

Paying for health care including dental,
vision, and prescriptions

1

7

3

1

2

Keeping myself and my family healthy

2

4

4

3

1

*Out of 33 item choices not including other

In order to gain an understanding of both the context in which respondents live and a more general
sense of the perceived needs in the community, survey questions 14 through 16 ask respondents
how much they have heard friends, family, or neighbors express needing assistance related to
money, food security, and housing.
Figure 49 presents findings from question 14 that ask how many of the people they know have said
they have financial difficulties. Less than half of the respondents in the wealthier counties (Manatee
with 48% and Sarasota with 46%) and three quarters of the respondents in the lower income
counties (Hardee with 75.2% and DeSoto with 74.7%) reported quite a few or almost every one of
the people they know were experiencing financial difficulties. Charlotte County supports this trend,
falling between the two categories of wealthy and low income, with 55.5% saying quite a few or
almost every one of the people they know have expressed financial difficulties.
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There appears to be a worsening in the financial situation of people in all counties compared to our
previous study. In the 2019 Community Needs Assessment, the total for all counties was 47.7%, while
in the 2022 report it increased to 59.88%.
Figure 49. Percentage of Participants that Know Someone with Financial Difficulties
Sarasota

11%

35%

30%

22%

2%

Almost Everyone
Quite a Few

Manatee

Hardee

10%

38%

11%

29%

22%

64%

1%

19%

4% 2%

Almost No One
No one comes
to mind
Skipped Question

DeSoto

Charlotee

13%

62%

11%

19%

44%

33%

6%

12%

Question 15 asked participants how many of the people they know have expressed difficulties
finding or buying quality food for at least three meals a day for all members in their household.
The inability to buy or find food is commonly referred to as food insecurity and results are shown in
Figure 50. Residents in lower income, agricultural counties know fewer people facing food insecurity
(DeSoto with 32% and Hardee with 36.3% respectively) compared to residents in the wealthier,
urban counties (Manatee with 40.1%, Sarasota with 42.3%, and Charlotte with 44.4%). Yet, more
people in urban settings (Sarasota 33.8%, Manatee 30.5%, and Charlotte 22.2%) know no one who
has faced food insecurity compared to rural areas (Hardee 18.6% and DeSoto 16.5%). There is also
a slight increase in food insecurity, as the total of all respondents in the 2019 report who knew
someone facing food insecurity was 35.3% and by the 2022 report, it had increased to 37.3%.
Figure 50. Percentage of Participants that Know Someone Experiencing Food Insecurity
Sarasota

6%

36%

22%

34%

2%

Almost Everyone
Quite a Few

Manatee

Hardee

5%

7%

35%

27%

29%

30%

45%

3%

19%

Almost No One
No one comes
to mind
Skipped Question

DeSoto

Charlotee

9%

23%

45%

51%

11%

17%

22%

22%
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Figure 51 presents the findings from question 16 asking how many of the people they know
expressed with difficulties finding housing. Fewer respondents in the wealthier counties (Sarasota
with 35.9% and Manatee with 39.6%) than those of the lower-income counties (Hardee with 58.4%
ad DeSoto with 62.1%) reported quite a few or almost every one of the people they know have
shared their housing difficulties. Charlotte county residents break the trend with only 22.2% having
quite a few of their friends, family or neighbors having housing difficulties. In the 2018 survey 39.3%
in all counties reported observing housing difficulties, while in 2021 survey it increased to 44%.
Figure 51. Percentage of Participants that Know Someone Experiencing Housing Difficulties
Sarasota

10%

30%

31%

27%

2%

Almost Everyone
Quite a Few

Manatee

7%

Hardee

7%

29%

35%

28%

51%

27%

1%

15%

Almost No One
No one comes
to mind
Skipped Question

DeSoto

Charlotee

13%

22%

50%

34%

19%

22%

18%

22%

Results from questions 14 to 16 shed light to the context in which respondents live and provide
a helpful picture of the distinct needs in each county. The lower average incomes in Hardee and
DeSoto counties appear to express themselves through a higher proportion of residents knowing
family, friends, or neighbors who face difficulty paying for all their needs and having difficulties
finding housing. In urban counties there is less difficulty finding housing but more food insecurity
than in rural counties. In addition, between 2018 and 2021, for each of these three items (money,
food, and housing) there is an increase in the number of people respondents heard expressing
difficulties. Therefore, there appears to be a worsening in community wellbeing.
In order to gain a sense of the urgency of each need and to help guide our priorities for the next
three years, we asked participants to prioritize the top three challenges families and individuals are
currently facing as they seek economic security. Figure 52 demonstrates there is a clear agreement
among residents of most counties regarding the top two challenges: living wage jobs and affordable
and safe housing. Charlotte County’s first choice is similar to that of three other counties. However,
respondents in Charlotte did not prioritize affordable and safe housing.
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In agreement with the findings noted in Figure 48 (What Do You Worry About), In Figure 52 we
see that respondents in Hardee and DeSoto counties did not prioritize affordable healthcare. It is
notable that in DeSoto, affordability of health care was the third most selected item among their
worries, while in Hardee it was the seventh most selected. In Figure 53, as well we see more of the
DeSoto respondents prioritize affordable healthcare compared to Hardee. Yet, for both Sarasota
and Manatee respondents, affordable healthcare was a top worry (Figure 48) and it is the third item
in their priority (Figure 52). Charlotte county respondents’ answers do not correspond as neatly.
More of them worry about keeping themselves and family healthy and about affordable health
care, yet lack of affordable healthcare was seventh in their priority. This may be a result of the low
number of participants and therefore the wider distribution in the responses. Compared to the
2019 Community Needs Assessment, the overall top two priorities continue to be living wage jobs
and affordable housing.
Figure 52. Top 3 challenges families and individuals are currently facing as they seek economic security

Challenges for Seeking
Economic Security

Manatee

Hardee

DeSoto

Sarasota

Charlotte

Living wage jobs are not readily available

1

1

1

2

1

Lack of affordable, safe housing

2

2

2

1

13

Lack of affordable health care

3

8

5

3

7

*Out of 15 item choices

First Choice

Second Choice

Third Choice

Concerning individual and community needs, it is evident that participants in each county have
rather distinct needs. There is some agreement with regards the top concern of “paying bills” and
the top challenge of “living wage jobs are not readily available”. Some trends are observable that
point toward a distinct experience between rural and urban counties. For instance, in Manatee and
Sarasota participants observe similar challenges (Figure 52), while Hardee and DeSoto share some,
but not all of the top concerns expressed in Manatee and Sarasota. Charlotte does not match
any of these pairs. A similar trend is observable regarding whether participants know someone
experiencing difficulties (financial, food, and housing). There is greater need observed in rural
counties compared to urban ones. This means that social service organizations should be flexible
to adjust the services they offer to the specific needs in each county.

PRIORITIZING OPPORTUNITIES AND INVESTMENTS
In this study, we also explored participants’ view of the solutions (opportunities) that would best
redress the expressed needs. This is explored by asking them to prioritize the top three issues from
lists of 7 to 22 items. Figure 53 illustrates what respondents see as the most needed opportunities
for economic security. The opportunities needed for economic security indicate a strong desire for
affordable housing, living wage jobs and vocational education.
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These were the top three answers from the 2019 survey as well. The clear top opportunity for
economic security in all counties, except Charlotte County, is affordable and stable housing. It is
interesting that although participants in four counties rated a living wage as the top challenge, jobs
that pay a living wage was only the second and third most prioritized opportunity in three counties,
while the other two had this item even lower in the priority list. The list of opportunities, however,
points to interrelated items. In order to address the most pressing needs of financial distress and
affordable housing, respondents are calling to prioritize opportunities for affordable housing, for
education that improves one’s ability to find better paying jobs and to employment, which offers a
living wage.
Figure 53. Opportunities families and individuals need most in order to achieve or
maintain economic security

Opportunities Needed
for Economic Security

Manatee

Hardee

DeSoto

Sarasota

Charlotte

Affordable, stable housing

1

1

1

1

3

Jobs that pay a living wage

2

5

3

2

7

Access to education and
training leading to a career

3

3

4

4

2

*Out of 7 item choices

First Choice

Second Choice

Third Choice

Following a similar line of inquiry, respondents were asked to prioritize, from a list of 22 items, the
top three investments for their community. In Figure 54, we also observe distinct answers between
the lower income and higher income counties. More of the Hardee and DeSoto county participants
prioritized investment in parks and recreation areas. More of the participants in Manatee and
Sarasota County prioritized resources to assist with housing, utilities, prescriptions, food, and loans.
Charlotte had as many participants prioritizing this item (resources to assist with housing, utilities,
prescriptions, food, and loans) as those prioritizing parks and recreational areas. Only in Manatee
and Sarasota County is there consistency in the prioritization of investments in job opportunities
and the expressed top challenge of finding jobs that pay a living wage (Figure 52).
It is important to acknowledge that a significant number of participants (41) did not prioritize
the top three. This was only possible for participants using the paper form as the online form
only allowed for three selections. These responses were excluded from this chart. Perhaps their
responses point to some agreement with the prioritization tendencies in their counties. For those
who wrote “all of the above,” it is evident that the 22 items speak to the way all the items intersect
affecting people’s quality of life. It is something to keep in mind when service agencies prioritize
some items over others. It is not that the other items are not important in people’s wellbeing, but
rather that with limited resources one must choose a focus. Their prioritization ca help Step Up
Suncoast and other organizations address the most pressing needs as experienced by the people
the organizations seek to support.
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Figure 54. Community investments priority

Community Investment Priorities

Manatee

Hardee

DeSoto

Sarasota

Charlotte

Resources to assist with housing,
utilities, prescriptions, food, and loans

1

4

3

1

1

Increased parks and recreational areas

8

1

1

6

1

Increased job opportunities

2

5

4

2

N/A

*Out of 22 item choices not including other
**41 people selected 3 or more or stated “all of the above”

Second Choice

First Choice

Third Choice

In the survey, we also sought specific guidance regarding support for children and the elderly.
Regarding community investments for children, in Figure 55 we see that the most common top
priorities in all counties except Charlotte were affordable childcare and affordable before/after school
care. Mental health services for children and teens are a priority for the more densely populated
counties, with Charlotte making this its number one priority. In the 2019 survey, childcare, and
before/after school care were grouped together representing the top selection for all respondents.
Figure 55. Community investments you would like to see made for children

Community Investment Priorities

Manatee

Hardee

DeSoto

Sarasota

Charlotte

Resources to assist with housing,
utilities, prescriptions, food, and loans

1

1

1

1

7

Increased parks and recreational areas

3

2

2

2

8

Increased job opportunities

2

10

7

3

1

*Out of 21 item choices not including other
**41 people selected 3 or more or stated “all of the above”

First Choice

Second Choice

Third Choice

Regarding the Elderly, in Figure 56 there seems to be more agreement compared to priorities for
children (Figure 55). For all counties the same three items were among the top four priorities.
Yet, help with household chores and errands was the lowest priority in all counties, while emergency
funding for basic needs and help with repair and maintenance of the older people’s homes were the
top two across all counties, with Charlotte having repairs as a third priority. This list of top priorities
is similar to those of the 2019 Community Needs Assessment.
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Figure 56. Community investments you would like to see made for the elderly

Community Investments
Needed for the Elderly

Manatee

Hardee

DeSoto

Sarasota

Charlotte

More emergency funding for basic needs
(housing, utilities, prescriptions, food)

1

2

2

1

1

Repair and maintenance of their home

2

1

1

2

3

Help with household chores and errands

3

3

4

4

4

*Out of 12 item choices not including other
**26 people selected 3 or more or stated “all of the above”

First Choice

Second Choice

Third Choice

Figures 51 to 54 demonstrate that participants prioritize support for affordable, safe, and
permanent housing; for utilities, food, healthcare (prescription medication and mental health
services for children and teens), and loans; and for improved pay in employment. There is a desire
for training that can facilitate the attainment of jobs with higher pay. Participants prioritize
the need of high quality and affordable childcare, as well as before and after school services.
They also prioritize emergency funding for the elderly, support to improve their homes, and inhome assistance. Evidently, all of these elements are interrelated. For the individual, family, and
community to attain a good quality of life, people need to have good health and to earn enough
money to cover their expenses. The creation of affordable housing, offering affordable and high
quality childcare, and availability of affordable healthcare (including quality mental health care) can
ease the financial demands that their earnings cannot cover. Furthermore, quality of life involves
access to parks and recreation that offers the family the space to be in harmony and offers people
in a neighborhood the time and space to be I community. It is worth noting that in the focus group,
some participants saw the gathering as a valuable opportunity to build community and expressed
a desire for more such opportunities. Perhaps the call for public parks reflects also this desire for
opportunities to interact with neighbors.

SUMMARY OF COMMUNITY SURVEY FINDINGS
It is evident from survey responses that populations in rural and urban areas have distinct needs
and priorities for opportunities and community investment, although some of these needs and
priorities do overlap. It is evident that low pay negatively affects people’s access to affordable safe
housing, affordable healthcare, and other basic necessities.
Although service providers cannot directly influence the wages offered in the economy, it is
possible to provide support to individuals in need in other ways. Survey responses point to the
benefits in strengthening the capacity to offer support with housing, utilities, prescriptions, food,
and loans; job opportunities; affordable high-quality childcare; home repairs; and public parks and
recreational facilities where families can spend time together.
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PRIOR EXPERIENCE WITH SERVICE PROVIDERS
Figure 57 displays the participant’s selection of the organizations where they received services in
the last 12 months. The organizations most often indicated were Step Up Suncoast, Multicultural
Health Institute, UnidosNow, and Glasser/Schoenbaum Human Services Center.
In evaluating previous needs assessments, a majority of the participants indicated receiving services
from either Step Up Suncoast or other service providers. As a result, in this study, survey distribution
focused on reaching diverse populations to bring in voices that were not represented in the previous
needs assessments. In 2019, 41.7% of survey respondents indicated active receipt of services from
Step Up Suncoast, while only 16.3% in 2022 reported receiving services from the organization.
According to the survey results, 61.4% of respondents received no services in the past 12 months.
Reported income and family size responses, infer that much of the 61.4% would have qualified for
assistance at Step Up Suncoast or a partner agency in the region. Survey responses do not explain
why services were not received however, potential explanations include,
1.

They did not need assistance,

2.

They did not qualify for assistance,

3.

They did not know about available resources
Figure 57. Percentage of Respondents Receiving Services
from Community Organizations
1%

1%
Glasser/Schoenbaum
Human Services Center

10%
16%

9%

1%

Multicultural Health Institute
Step Up Suncoast
UnidosNow

62%

No services received
in the past 12 months
Other
Did Not Respond

Participants were asked to share their experiences using local service agencies. In Figure 58,
responses were coded using the social determinants of health to group the responses and
illustrate how their needs align with services provided by local agencies. The responses are shown
as a percentage of the 67 individuals that responded to the question, along with quotes from
participants expressing a need they shared or would like to be addressed.
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These comments provide specificity to the survey responses. For instance, the expressed desire
for childcare is best understood with a participant’s comment that people need childcare support
after 2:00 p.m. The high priority given to mental healthcare in the surveys is further specified with
the comment of the need to recruit and train family members. Although not specified, this seems to
be an invitation to community-centered (vs. individual centered) mental healthcare. Related to this,
there is a call for improved cultural competence in all services. An important finding in both the focus
groups and the survey is the need for better outreach informing people of available services.
It is also notable that in both focus group and survey participants highlighted something that service
providers have known for a long time, those litmus tests of federal minimum wage leaves a large
number of people without support who need it. When using ALICE as the framework to determine
need, social services organizations and state officials would be better able to address the needs of
people in their communities and to improve the quality of life of the community as a whole.
Figure 58. Participant Responses of Experiences for Needs
Education (9% of Responses)
“Difficult for families to use Early Head Start/Head Start because of the hours of
operation. Most people need care after 2:00pm”
“Better access, with anonymity towards its clients, for all legal concerns”
Healthcare (22% of Responses)
“More healthcare clinic and service options for uninsured individuals”
“Mental health services need to recruit and train family members to help their peers in
the community”
Community & Social Context (33% of Responses)
“We are always seeking places to send the kinds for their mental + physical health”
“A general lack of culture competence understanding/training/implementation across
social service providers, county government, and other funders”
“More community education is needed for adult children of elderly people to find
resources they might utilize to keep their loved one safe and cared for at home”
Environment (18% of Responses)
“I get many many calls from people who need housing- and there isn’t any affordable
interim or transitional housing”
“taxi services”
Economic Stability (16% of Responses)
“Service/assistance eligibility requirements should be revised to include more of the
middle class given that many people are living paycheck to paycheck”
“There is no education for personal finance and credit card debt education”
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UNMET NEEDS
Participants were asked whether in the past 12 months they had an issue or problem for which
they did not seek help. Figure 59 contains the comments provided by participants. Out of 807
participants, 46 people skipped the question and 643 people reported they did not have any issues
or problems to report. Of the 118 responses, top problems expressed were COVID-19, difficulty
paying bills, homelessness, home repairs/maintenance, and a need for mental health services. An
important item noted in these answers that was very minimally explored in the survey is that of
racism. It can be noted that the demographic data by County illustrates the continued toll of racism
in the well-being of marginalized populations.
Figure 59. Selected Quotes of Problems for Which Participants Did Not Seek Help
More help & resources for the homeless, more local facilities for substance abuse &
addictions *(no cost) More funding!"
“These organizations run out of funds quickly”
"Racism at work and in neighborhood"
“I was working a low paying job and having to pay rent, phone services, and car insurance and
fell behind. This negatively impacted my mental health, and I was too scared to ask for help.”
“Affordable health care is a problem even for those of us with a steady income and health
insurance. Mental health resources are difficult to come by.”
“Affordable childcare. Over income for any type of assistance for childcare- it would cost
me $400 a WEEK for 2 children ages 2 and 1”
“I had gotten sick and was hospitalized. I was unable to work for a little over 3 weeks. I
am a single income household losing income for weeks completely devested the family
financially for 6 months. There are still struggles and zero savings but due to my gross
income I am always told we cannot help.”
“Poor credit. Trying to buy a home. Not enough home buying assistance”
The observation that “these organizations run out of funds quickly” aligns with Step Up Suncoast’s
experience and likely other agencies in the region. Step Up Suncoast commits to meet with clients
within two weeks of when they apply for services. However, in order to do that, the organization
has to constantly monitor the number of applications taken in on a daily basis. The availability
of services is based on the number of staff available and the amount of funds available to the
community. The emergency services or crisis benefits programs that deal primarily with housing
and utility assistance, regularly exhaust their available funds before the end of the fiscal year. As a
result, there is not sufficient capacity for the organization to serve additional individuals, without
more funding there would be little or no change in the net number of people served.
Focus group results, key informant interviews and surveys suggest a desire for people to become
self-sufficient. A good quality of life is described to include good jobs, education, opportunities for
families/children, time, and places (parks entertainment) to be with loved ones. The data collected
throughout the phases of the community needs assessment support the themes and provide
direction for Step Up Suncoast and partners to strategically support the communities they
serve. Individuals and families living at or below the Federal Poverty Levels, or in the ALICE
population are not asking for a handout, they are looking to be paid a living wage, which
can remove the need for the Federal and local social safety nets.
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INCOME LEVEL AND TOP CONCERNS AND PRIORITIES

Results generated from the focus groups, key informant interviews and the community surveys
provide a framework for community leaders to continue a commitment to and a highlight the
following:
1.

Better shared data and outcomes to manage the unmet needs in the region,

2.

Greater access to resources as it pertains to basic necessities like shelter, higher education,
childcare/after care and a livable wage,

3.

Continued outreach and intentional collaboration between health and human service
organizations and the community, and

4. A social commitment to continue providing a robust safety net for individuals,
children, and families.

COMMUNICATIONS
Participants were asked to share their preferred method of communication to receive information
about resources and opportunities in their community. The question allowed for multiple answers
ranging from digital to physical forms of communication. The top preferences and number of times
it was chosen are reported in Figure 57. There is a preference for communication via email and
social media compared to text and phone; yet a, comparatively speaking, noticeable number of
people prefer phone and text.
Figure 60. Participants' Preferred Mode of Communication to Receive Information

Communication Preference

Times Response Chosen

Email

367

Social Media

321

Phone

279

Text

279
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INCOME LEVEL AND TOP
CONCERNS AND PRIORITIES
The survey responses were further assessed to determine if participants’ worries and priorities
were dependent on their income. Income level does not noticeably affect what participants
generally worried about, as depicted in Figures 61-63. Participants indicated their top worries
were paying bills, paying for healthcare, and keeping their families happy. Individuals with a
higher household income did have some of the same personal worries, but had a stronger focus
on the future, retirement planning and overall health. A consistent theme is observed in the
recommendations for investments in community, children, and the elderly. Whether the priority was
affordable and stable housing or access to stable and living wage jobs, household income did not
change the desire for it to be a priority for community leaders. The need for a robust safety net of
community services is desired.
Figure 61. Top 5 Worries by Income Level of Participants

Worries

Less than
$20,000

$20,000
to
$34,999

$35,000
to
$49,999

$50,000
to
$74,999

$75,000
to
$99,999

Over
$100,000

Paying the bills

93

105

29

31

16

13

Paying for health care
including dental, vision,
and prescriptions

48

75

33

42

22

22

Keeping myself and my family
healthy

38

61

31

39

31

40

Managing everyday priorities
or responsibilities

53

64

23

35

22

26

Being financially able to retire

18

41

22

45

27

46

First Choice

Second Choice

Third Choice

When grouping the populations earning less than $49,999 and those earning $50,000 or more,
income does seem to correlate with concerns. Figure 62 makes these differences more evident.
The top, most selected, worry of lower earners is paying the bills, the second most common worry
is paying for health care, and third most common is managing everyday responsibilities. These are
the least mentioned items for high earners. The top worry for the majority of the higher earning
respondents was being financially able to retire; a close second is being healthy. For low earning
people, concern for retirement had the lowest number of participants listing it as a top three
concern. Keeping self and family healthy was the fourth from the top for low-income participants
and second from the top for high-income participants. Clearly, a general concern for being healthy
is experienced differently when low-income people are more likely to express concern with being
able to pay for healthcare compared to high-income participants. Nevertheless, it is notable
that a sizable number of high-income participants are concerned with affordability
of healthcare.
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These comments provide specificity to the survey responses. For instance, the expressed desire
for childcare is best understood with a participant’s comment that people need childcare support
after 2:00 p.m. The high priority given to mental healthcare in the surveys is further specified with
the comment of the need to recruit and train family members. Although not specified, this seems to
be an invitation to community-centered (vs. individual centered) mental healthcare. Related to this,
there is a call for improved cultural competence in all services. An important finding in both the focus
groups and the survey is the need for better outreach informing people of available services.
It is also notable that in both focus group and survey participants highlighted something that service
providers have known for a long time, those litmus tests of federal minimum wage leaves a large
number of people without support who need it. When using ALICE as the framework to determine
need, social services organizations and state officials would be better able to address the needs of
people in their communities and to improve the quality of life of the community as a whole.
Figure 62. Top 5 Worries by Groups of Income Level of Participants

Worries

<$49,999

>$50,000

Paying the bills

227

60

Paying for health care including dental,
vision, and prescriptions

156

86

Managing everyday priorities or responsibilities

140

83

Keeping myself and my family healthy

130

110

Being financially able to retire

81

118

Concerning investments in children, Figures 63 shows that participants’ income does not yield
significantly different responses, with some exceptions, such as those with $20,000- $34,999 &
$35,000- $49,000 prioritizing affordable summer programming more often than increased support
for mental health. In Figure 64, where the income levels are grouped into two categories, there
is agreement between low and high income groups, with the exception of high income groups
prioritizing increased mental health services over summer programming for youth. Keep in mind,
however, that the people earning less than $20,000 were more likely to prioritize mental health
care rather than summer programming.
Figure 63. Top 5 Community Investments for Children by Income Level of Participants

Community Investments
for Children

Less than
$20,000

$20,000
to
$34,999

$35,000
to
$49,999

$50,000
to
$74,999

$75,000
to
$99,999

Over
$100,000

Affordable, high-quality childcare

53

63

37

40

34

53

Affordable, high quality
before/after school services

43

51

33

29

24

38

Increased services for children
and teenagers for mental illness
including depression and anxiety

42

31

16

29

17

30

Affordable and accessible
summer programming for youth

35

50

22

22

15

24

Childcare/Educational services
for weekends and evenings
when parents are working

29

39

13

24

8

26

STEP UP SUNCOAST | 2022 COMMUNITY ASSESSMENT REPORT

Figure 64. Top 5 Community Investments for Children
by Groups of Income Level of Participants

Community Investments for Children

<$49,999

>$50,000

Affordable, high-quality childcare

153

127

Affordable, high quality before/after
school services

127

91

Affordable and accessible summer
programming for youth

107

61

Increased services for children and teenagers for
mental illness including depression and anxiety

89

76

Childcare/Educational services for weekends and
evenings when parents are working

81

58

As can be seen on Figure 65, there is more variation in the responses regarding investment for the
elderly. A larger number of people in the lowest income category prioritize emergency funding,
repair, and maintenance over home health services. In contrast, for people in the highest income
category a similar number prioritize emergency funding (49) and home healthcare (46) and fewer
prioritize repair and maintenance (37).
Figure 65. Top 5 Community Investments for the Elderly by Income Level of Participants

Community Investments
for the Elderly

Less than
$20,000

$20,000
to
$34,999

$35,000
to
$49,999

$50,000
to
$74,999

$75,000
to
$99,999

Over
$100,000

More emergency funding for
basic needs (housing, utilities,
prescriptions, food)

89

87

38

43

28

49

Repair and maintenance of
their home

71

56

39

45

30

37

Help with household chores and
errands

47

49

27

28

22

36

Healthy, available meals

45

45

21

23

21

36

Home health services

25

42

30

29

24

46

In Figure 66, we can see that there is a much agreement between the high and low-income groups
regarding the top two community investments for the elderly. There are differences, however about
the other three items. Yet, whether it is assistance with home health services or with household
chores and errands, both income groups prioritize home care as an area of need for the elderly.
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COMPARISON OF FINDINGS BETWEEN THE 2019 AND 2022 REPORTS

Figure 66. Top 5 Community Investments for the Elderly by Groups of Income Level of Participants

Community Investments for the Elderly

<$49,999

>$50,000

More emergency funding for basic needs
(housing, utilities, prescriptions, food)

214

120

Repair and maintenance of their home

166

112

Help with household chores and errands

123

86

Healthy, available meals

111

80

Home health services

97

99

Regarding the concern over whether income level influences the kinds of concerns and priorities
for areas of support, we find that although participants identify similar top five worries and
priorities, there are subtle differences by income level. Therefore, when developing programming,
care should be taken to pay closer attention to the diversity of need, particularly for the lower and
middle-income people.
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COMPARISON OF FINDINGS BETWEEN
THE 2019 AND 2022 REPORTS
The results from the 2018 and the 2021 survey responses indicate consistency in the insecurity
levels of basic needs of housing, food, and finances. In all cases, the percentage of people in the
2021 survey expressed greater levels of insecurity compared to the 2018 survey. The percentage
of people who reported knowing ‘quite a few’ or ‘almost everyone’ who are feeling economically
insecure increased by almost eight percentage points from 47.7% in 2018 to 55.5% in 2021. The
percentage of respondents indicating housing insecurity increased nearly five percentage points,
from 39.3% to 44%, while food insecurity increased slightly from 35.3% in 2018 to 37.3% in 2021.
Two of the top three worries reported by participants in both the 2018 and 2021 surveys stayed the
same: (1) how they will pay the bills and (2) keeping their family healthy and safe. The third primary
worry changed, such that in 2018 it involved having enough to eat while in 2021 it was paying for
healthcare.
Challenges regarding seeking economic security remained consistent between the 2018 and the
2021 surveys. Two of the top three priorities were the same, the lack of affordable housing (1) and
lack of affordable health care (3). The accessibility of living wage jobs jumped to challenge number
one in 2021, while single parent households was no longer on the top three.
The 2018 and 2021 investment priorities for children included affordable high quality childcare (1),
before/after school services (2), tutoring, and educational support for families (3). In 2021, the third
choice was replaced with increased mental health services for depression and anxiety.
In 2018, regarding investments for the elderly, the top two priorities were (1) to remain in their home
and specified access to repair and maintenance services and (2) access to healthy food. In 2021,
the top priorities became (1) additional resources for all basic needs like housing, rental, utility,
prescription, and food assistance, followed by (2) help with home repair, and (3) assistance with
household chores. In the broader picture, it appears that in both years (2018 ad 2021), people in the
community desire the elderly remain in their homes with the support that allows this to happen.
The worsening conditions and changes in the community priorities may be due to the effects of
the COVID-19 pandemic. There is greater concern with being able to pay for healthcare in 2021,
although being healthy remains a top priority in both years. The significant job loss, instability,
isolation, and feelings of the unknown caused by the pandemic beginning in 2020 may explain
the worsening economic conditions. However, it is also possible this is the result of a longer
trend of growing inequality in the United States. This trend had already led to a successful citizen
mobilization to increase the minimum wage in the State of Florida. At the time of implementation
of the survey, the State’s economic activity began to increase, the unemployment rate declined
sharply, and nationally, employers have been finding it difficult to find workers. The end of the
additional unemployment support from the CARES Act did not push people into available jobs. It is
possible that the increase in income and improved working conditions will lead to an improvement
in the quality life of people in these counties. However, while wages may be increasing, the United
States is experiencing noticeable levels of inflation, and in Florida, this is particularly sharp in
housing. Given the responses in the survey that prioritize quality housing and these latter trends,
it is reasonable to assume that affordable housing will continue to be a top priority in the next
three years. The 2021 survey points to distinct needs between urban and rural counties and
highlights the fact that both environments are in need of support. Rural areas have higher
proportions of the population in poverty, yet urban areas have significantly larger number
of people in poverty.
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APPENDICES
2021 Community Needs Assessment Survey (English)
*The formatting of the survey has been adjusted in the interest of space.
1. What county do you currently live in?
Charlotte
Desoto
Hardee
Manatee
Sarasota
Other - Thank you for willingness to participate, however we are only seeking participants
from five specific counties in Florida. Please do not continue your participation in this
survey. For more information, please visit http://StepUpSuncoast.org/CNA.
2. What is your age range?
65 and over
45-64 years
25-44 years
18-24 years
16-17 years
Under 16 - Thank you for willingness to participate, however we are only seeking
participants over 16 years of age. If you are in need of support, please call 211 and they can
direct you to the agency that can best help you.
3. What is your zip code? (if you're not sure, please leave blank)
4. What is the highest education level you have obtained?
No high school
Some high school
High school graduate / GED
Some college / vocational school (not completed)
Vocation School (completed)
AA degree
BA degree
Some graduate school (not completed)
MA degree or above (completed)
Prefer not to answer
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5. What is your gender identity? (Select all that apply)
Female
Male
Transgender
Non-binary
Prefer not to answer
Other (please specify): ________________________________________________________
6. What is your sexual orientation?
Straight/heterosexual
Gay/lesbian/homosexual
Bisexual
Prefer not to answer
Other (please specify): ________________________________________________________
7. What is your race/ethnicity? (Select all that apply)
American Indian or Alaskan Native
Asian or Pacific Islander
Black or African American
Hispanic or Latino
White or Caucasian
Prefer not to answer
Other or Multi-racial (please specify): ____________________________________________
8. What is the primary language spoken in your home?
English
Spanish
Prefer not to answer
Other (please specify): ________________________________________________________
9. What is your employment status? (select all that apply)
Student
Full-time
Part-time
Day laborer
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Retired
Unemployed
Disabled
Prefer not to answer
Other (please specify): ________________________________________________________
10. Including yourself, how many people live in your household?
11. What is your total household income? (of all the people in the home.)
Less than $20,000
$20,000 to $34,999
$35,000 to $49,999
$50,000 to $74,999
$75,000 to $99,999
Over $100,000
Not sure
Prefer not to answer
12. What best describes the financial state of your household?
Economically secure – you can pay your bills and meet your obligations each month
Economically at risk – you can pay your bills but you live paycheck to paycheck
Economically insecure – you run out of money before paying all your bills each month
Prefer not to answer
13. What best describes your housing situation right now?
Own a home
Rent
Subsidized housing
Temporary shelter
Couch surfing/Staying with a friend
Homeless/houseless – living in shelters
Homeless/houseless – living on the streets
Prefer not to answer
Other (please specify): ________________________________________________
____________________________________________________________________
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We now move to questions regarding individual and community needs. When
answering questions 14-18, please think about the needs and concerns of
yourself and your community.
14. When you think about your adult friends, family, and neighbors, how many of them might say
something like, "I don’t know where am I going to find the money to pay for that."
No one comes to mind
Almost no one
Quite a few
Almost everyone
15. When you think about your adult friends, family, and neighbors, how many of them may have
difficulties finding or buying enough quality food to provide at least three meals a day for all
members of their household?
No one comes to mind
Almost no one
Quite a few
Almost everyone
16. When you think about your adult friends, family, and neighbors, how many of them may have
difficulties with housing?
No one comes to mind
Almost no one
Quite a few
Almost everyone
17. What do you worry about? (Check all that apply)
I don’t have many worries
Paying the bills
Managing everyday priorities or responsibilities
Having enough to eat
Being able to get to an affordable grocery store
Finding safe, accessible and affordable care for my children
Educating my children
Paying for post-secondary education or trade school
Getting my child help with school work
Feelings of injustice due to race, ethnicity, or economic resources
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Feelings of injustice due to gender identity or sexual orientation
Keeping myself and my family safe and free from gang violence, intimidation and bullying
Lack of police presence and/or insufficient resources in the community to ensure public safety
Excessive / negative police presence
Remaining safe from domestic violence
Paying for health care including dental, vision, and prescriptions
Keeping myself and my family healthy
Isolation and loneliness
Depression and emotional well-being for myself and/or family member
Staying sober or drug free
Finding transportation to get to work or school
Paying for needed home repairs
Finding a job that pays a living wage
Living in a safe neighborhood
Finding safe housing
Finding a home that is affordable for my household size
Deportation of myself or a loved one
Language barriers in everyday life
Learning a new language
Being financially able to retire
Worrying about my community
Lack of disability services and accessibility issues
Other (please specify): ________________________________________________________
18. Which of the following opportunities do you believe families and individuals need most in
order to achieve or maintain economic security? (Choose up to 3)
Access to education and training leading to a career
Affordable, stable childcare
Affordable, stable housing
Affordable health care services
Safe access to activities that promote physical health
Training for budgeting and financial planning
Jobs that pay a living wage
Other (please specify): __________________________________________________
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In the following set of questions (19-22) we ask you to prioritize challenges
and needs in the community. All of the items are important, but we are asking
you to help us identify the top three issues we should be focusing on for the
next three years. Community investment is defined as resources (financial,
human, social, etc.) that are committed to improve your community.
19. What are the top three challenges families and individuals are currently facing as they seek
economic security?
Living wage jobs are not readily available
Payday loan services
Understanding of how to make ends meet
Poor credit history
Physical and mental disabilities
Insufficient public transportation services
Lack of affordable, safe housing
Limited opportunity to advance education and/or trade skills
Limited English language skills
Limited knowledge of community resources
Legal history or incarceration record
Single parent household
Immigration status
Lack of childcare
Lack of affordable health care
20. What are the top three community investments you would like to see made for the elderly in
your community? (Community investment is defined as resources (financial, human, social,
etc.) that are committed to improve your community.)
Repair and maintenance of their home
Help with household chores and errands
More emergency funding for basic needs (housing, utilities, prescriptions, food)
Help with pet food, supplies, and vet services
Healthy, available meals
Opportunities to socialize and enjoy family and friends
Opportunities for safe exercise
Opportunities to contribute to the community
Transportation services
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Home health services
Adult guardianship
Adult day care
Other (please specify): ________________________________________________________
21. What are the top three community investments you would like to see made for children in
your community? (Community investment is defined as resources (financial, human, social,
etc.) that are committed to improve your community.)
Affordable, high quality childcare
Affordable, high quality before/after school services
Affordable and accessible summer programming for youth
Childcare/Educational services for weekends and evenings when parents are working
Services that support child and family development and school readiness
Increased services for children and teenagers for mental illness including depression and
anxiety
Increased services for substance abuse
Increased opportunities for safe parks and more recreational areas and opportunities
Expand neighborhood-learning zones/areas
Increased job opportunities for youth
Opportunities for creativity and individual expression
Opportunities for sports and physical development
Access to affordable clubs such as Boy Scouts, Girl Scouts, club sports, etc.
Parent and child classes
Helping children to build positive relationships
LGBT-affirming youth organizations and services
Tutoring for children
Programming for reinforcement of bilingual skills
Help with college applications for teens or young adults
Accessible, affordable health care for children including dental, vision and mental health
services
Support for teen parent households
Other (please specify): ________________________________________________________
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22. What are the top three community investments you would like to see made for your
community? (Community investment is defined as resources (financial, human, social, etc.)
that are committed to improve your community.)
Volunteer opportunities
Increased parks and recreational areas
Community gardens and parks
Programs that connect/bring together people in the neighborhood
Parent training
Substance abuse treatment programs for adults
Greater cultural representation and improved community relations through neighborhood
policing
More availability of temporary shelter for individuals and families
Resources to assist with housing, utilities, prescriptions, food and loans
Help for people getting out of jail so they can find jobs and housing training
Home maintenance training and available resources programs
Increased job opportunities
Home buying guidance
Affordable legal services
Increased services for mental health services
More domestic violence services
Job readiness training (resume writing, interviews, etc.)
Access to safe and low-cost/free family activities (e.g. sports, museums, zoos, gardens,
parks, etc.)
Involve the community more in governmental decisions
Improved transportation services
LGBT+ community support, activities, and services
Other (please specify):
23. Some people find it difficult to learn about available resources in their communities.
We would like to know how you prefer to receive information about programs, services,
and activities that can assist you and or your family. What is your preferred method of
communication? (Check all that apply)
Phone
Social Media
Email
US Mail
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Text
Website
Newspaper
TV
Radio
Other (please specify):
24. Did you have an issue or problem in the past 12 months for which you did not seek help?
No
Yes, please explain: ___________________________________________________________
___________________________________________________________________________
25. Is there anything else you would like to tell us about your experiences using local social
service agencies that provide education, health care, housing, or basic needs that you would
like to share?
Comments: _________________________________________________________________
___________________________________________________________________________
26. From which organization(s) have you received services in the last 12 months? (select all that
apply)
Step Up Suncoast
Glasser/Schoenbaum Human Services Center
Multicultural Health Institute
Unidos Now
I did not receive services from any organization in the past 12 months
Other (please specify): ________________________________________________________
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