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KUNLE FALAYI
The Arizona Republic 

Every week, a small group of state 
inspectors scours Arizona’s grocery 
and specialty stores, big and small, to 
check whether they’re charging cus-
tomers the price posted for the items 
they’re buying.

Over the past fi ve years, nearly half 
of their inspections found stores over-
charging customers, records show. 
That’s far higher than the national av-
erage. A 2024 survey of the National 
Conference on Weights and Measures 
shows overcharging in nearly one in 
four samples taken in retailers across 
26 states, including Arizona.

But it is impossible to know how 
many Arizona stores are overcharging 
customers and how much extra money 
they might be bringing in as a result. A 
vast number of stores escape inspec-
tion.

A handful of inspectors is responsible 
for checking price accuracy across Ari-
zona’s 80,000 retailers, and that num-
ber has been cut over the years.

Retailers that are issued violations 
often face minimal consequences. The 
regulations governing the Arizona Di-
vision of Weights and Measures allow 
stores to avoid penalties by simply 
correcting price inaccuracies before 
the inspection concludes. When they 
do not — and division offi  cials say this 

RUSS WILES
The Arizona Republic 

Pressured by infl ation, natural disas-
ters and other risks, home insurers have 
raised their prices signifi cantly over the 
past few years, with Arizona among the 
states facing the highest increases, ac-
cording to a new study.

The Consumer Federation of Amer-
ica, in a new report, estimates that 
American homeowners on average 
faced a 24% increase in premiums 
from 2021 to 2024, outpacing infl a-
tion over that period and representing 
a $21 billion cumulative hike paid by 
Americans. In Arizona, increases over 
that span averaged 48%, third-high-
est among the states, including 47% in 
metro Phoenix.

Average premiums on Arizona homes 
rose to $2,238 in 2024 from $1,515 in 
2021, the report said, basing that esti-
mate on a typical home with a $350,000 
replacement value owned by a person 
with a middle credit score. Replace-
ment value refers to the cost of rebuild-
ing the same structure.

Two of the pleasures I receive from 
writing these columns are the fasci-
nating people I meet, and the business 

and life lessons I learn.
Dr. Eric Cornidez of The 

Pain Institute of Southern 
Arizona checks both cate-
gories.

When we fi rst met, Corni-
dez was clear about one 
fundamental principle: Rela-
tionships are the cornerstone 
of his business.

He believes that employee 
and patient connections are 
not just important — they 
are everything.

This philosophy is simple 
yet powerful.

Employees are the heart-
beat of any business because 
they control every critical 
interaction — or “touch 
point” — with patients. 

These moments ultimately determine an 
organization’s success or failure. 

The institute’s mission statement 
captures this ethos perfectly: “Through 
compassion and innovation, we will make 
a meaningful diff erence in the lives of indi-
viduals and in communities.”

A touching anecdote illustrates this prin-
ciple. When his 8-year-old daughter asked 
who owns his workplace, Cornidez turned 
the question back to her — Who do you 
thinks owns it? Her response? ”The nice 
lady who says ‘hi’ when we come in — she 
always makes me feel good”.

This interaction reveals why relationships 
matter: Every employee becomes an owner 
of the company’s mission. And the success 
of the company refl ects the power of this 
approach.

Cornidez is Tucson-born and raised. He 
graduated from Sunnyside High School on 

Tucson’s south side. He excelled and earned 
a scholarship to Stanford Medical School. 

Upon graduation in 2012, Cornidez had 
many off ers to consider. However, he had 
a strong need to come back and serve the 
Tucson community.

He joined a small pain practice of 12 em-
ployees founded and owned by Reid Bullock 
and Ken Gossler in 2000.

Cornidez bought into the practice, and 
over 13 years, has transformed the business 
dramatically. Among the changes: ex-
panded to 10 locations across Southern Ar-
izona; the number of employees grew from 
12 to 165; increased the number of providers 
to 22; and added two surgery centers and an 
in-house laboratory.

I was curious how Cornidez is able to 
have the institute stand out in the medical 
industry, where so many medical practices 
feel like factories to the patients.

His response was simple — focus on the 
patient.

The providers understand every pa-
tient’s medical history before they meet. 
The intent is for the patient to feel as if 
the provider “gets me, and knows why I 
am here”. The approach by the offi  ce helps 
the patient feel they are working with the 
provider, instead of feeling they have to 
convince the provider about their pain and 
why they are there.

Organizationally, the success of the 
operation stems from four foundational 
principles:

1 — Practice great medicine
2 — Recruit well-trained professionals
3 — Deliver great patient service
4 — Hire relationship-focused individ-

uals who embrace patient care
Cornidez also imbues into the company 

culture three lessons he learned in medical 
school:

COURTESY SNEAKY OWL MEDIA 

Dr. Eric Cornidez of the Pain Institute of Southern Arizona attributes its success to a relationship-focused approach to both staff  and 
patients.
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A DIFFERENT PLAYBOOK
BUILDING TUCSON BUSINESS

Focus on patients key to Tucson-based 
medical firm’s success

Cornidez
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Percent of residents working from home (2023)

A project of the Economic and Business Research Center at the University of Arizona Eller College of Management

Real-time economic data is at your fi ngertips with the Arizona’s Economy smartphone app. 
Available free on iTunes and Google Play.

About the MAP Dashboard

The MAP (Making Action Possible for Southern Arizona) Dashboard is produced by the UA Economic and Business Research Center in partnership 
with the Community Foundation for Southern Arizona, the Pima Association of Governments, the Southern Arizona Leadership Council, and Sun 
Corridor Inc. A portion is published monthly in the Arizona Daily Star. To view more data, go to mapazdashboard.arizona.edu

LEE ENTERPRISES04/07/25

Tucson economy: MAP Dashboard

TUCSON WORKING FROM HOME
In 2023, 13.8% of residents in the Tucson Metropolitan Statistical Area (MSA) reported working from 
home. That ranked Tucson eighth among peer western metropolitan areas. Work-from-home rates
skyrocketed during the beginning of the pandemic. Rates varied signifi cantly during and after the 
pandemic due to the industrial mix of a region. The data reported here are from a fi ve-year survey and 
therefore includes one year of data prior to the pandemic. Before the pandemic work-from-home rates 
were much lower. The duration of commuting to work and how you get there can impact both quality of 
life and economic well-being. The option to work-from-home may improve the quality of life for some.

Monthly stats Change year/Year

Non-farm jobs 400,400 (February 2025) -0.9%

Median home price $371,140 (February 2025) 1.7%

Unemployment Rate 3.9% (February 2025) 0.6% pts.

Housing permits* 389 (February 2025) -4.4%

 *single family permits

Please see COOK, Page D2

Please see OVERCHARGED, Page D2

Please see PREMIUMS, Page D2
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rarely happens — inspectors can 
ask a store to remove overcharged 
merchandise from the shelf until 
the price error is corrected.

The Arizona Republic analyzed 
all the Division of Weights and 
Measures’ universal produce code 
scanning inspection records since 
January 1, 2020. UPC scanners are 
devices used by stores to scan the 
barcodes on products. In those re-
cords covering more than 5,400 vis-
its, an overcharge was discovered in 
47% of inspections.

For example, inspectors visited a 
Family Dollar store on Indian School 
Road in Phoenix in 2022 and took 
a sample of 400 items. Custom-
ers were overcharged on nearly 
one-quarter of them.

And a customer at a Circle K in 
Show Low saw a protein drink with 
a $4.99 price tag in February. But 
when the clerk rang it, the price 
jumped by $1.

“This has happened multiple 
times before with granola bars and 
other snacks,” the customer wrote 
in a complaint to the state. When 
inspectors visited the store a week 
later, they found the store over-
charging on six of 25 items they 
checked.

Circle K said cases of overcharge 
in its stores are rare and that when 
they happen, they are unintentional.

“Pricing discrepancies can some-
times occur when the shelf label for 
a product isn’t updated in a timely 
manner after it is changed in our 
system,” Circle K Director of Com-
munication Chris Barnes said. “We 
apologize when these errors occur.”

Customers being charged extra 
is particularly concerning because 
grocery prices have increased in 
recent years, according to offi  cials 

with Consumer Reports, a non-
profi t dedicated to consumer ad-
vocacy.

“Monitoring prices for accuracy 
has to be a priority for the states be-
cause half the population in Arizona 
is living paycheck to paycheck,” said 
Chuck Bell, the organization’s pro-
gram director for advocacy.

Inspector: ‘We are 

stretched thin’ 

Over the years, the number of 
Arizona’s Weights and Measures 
inspectors has shrunk, making it 
diffi  cult to provide oversight. The 
number of Arizona retailers has 
grown along with the state’s pop-
ulation.

Arizona used to have more than 
double the current number of in-
spectors back when the state’s 
population was barely half of what 
it is now.

“About 30 years ago, there were 
more than 30 inspectors. Now we 
have 13,” said Chad Pilié, the com-
pliance manager of the Division of 

Weights and Measures. He has been 
with the division for about six years.

After former Arizona Gov. Doug 
Ducey abolished the Department 
of Weights and Measures in 2015, it 
became a division under the Arizona 
Department of Agriculture, and 
some of its responsibilities moved to 
the Department of Transportation.

Pilié said that as a new division at 
the time, Weights and Measures had 
16 inspectors.

Over the past fi ve years, these 
inspectors have visited about 3,300 
stores statewide, most of which 
were chain stores. That’s fewer 
than 4% of Arizona’s 83,000 retail 
establishments as counted by the 
National Retail Federation.

“We are stretched thin,” said Mike 
Brooks, the director of the Division 
of Weights and Measures. “There 
is very little we can inspect without 
laying our eyes and hands on what 
we are inspecting, so drive time is 
also a concern, as Arizona is a large 
state.”

Division of Weights and Mea-
sures does more than inspect gro-

cery stores for overcharges. They 
also inspect gas stations to ensure 
customers do not pay for fuel they 
didn’t get — a problem known as 
meter creep and meter jump. Vio-
lations at gas pumps increased by 
40% between 2021 and 2023, with 
Circle K having the highest number 
of off enses, according to inspection 
records.

Inspectors also look at fuel qual-
ity, liquid measuring devices and 
timing devices like the timers on 
commercial laundromats. They also 
inspect package weights or volume 
to verify the accuracy of product 
contents, while also visiting mul-
tiple stores every month to verify if 
stores are posting prices for goods 
on their shelves.

Inspectors are only able to per-
form a total of about 500 monthly 
inspections, Brooks said.

To cover all shops and stores 
in Arizona, each of the division’s 
current 13 inspectors would have 
to visit at least 6,300 stores every 
year, nearly double the number of 
inspections they have done in the 
past fi ve years.

What inspection 

records show 

When inspectors visit a store, 
they pick out 25 random items for 
inspection and compare the posted 
price to what is charged at checkout.

If the store is large, like a Walmart, 
they inspect 50. An average Walmart 
store can carry more than 120,000 
individual items, the company said 
in 2024.

On rare occasions, inspectors 
take a larger sample of 400 items. 
Inspectors do this when they notice 
a repeated pattern of non-compli-
ance at a store.

About one-quarter of all inspec-
tions conducted in the past fi ve 
years resulted in a violation. A vio-

lation is recorded when inspectors 
fi nd at least two items at checkout 
with prices higher than those listed 
on the price labels.

Large chain stores like Family 
Dollar, Speedway, Walmart, Wal-
greens and Circle K are inspected 
the most. Of these large companies, 
Family Dollar has the highest rate of 
overcharging customers.

Inspectors issued violations 
against Family Dollar stores in more 
than three out of every fi ve inspec-
tions.

Speedway isn’t far behind, with 
inspectors issuing violations in 
more than half of the 93 visits over 
the past fi ve years. Meanwhile, 
at 7-Eleven Food Stores, which is 
operated by Speedway’s parent 
company 7-Eleven Inc., one in four 
inspections resulted in a violation. 
7-Eleven did not respond to a re-
quest for comment.

Offi  cials at Family Dollar’s parent 
company Dollar Tree also did not 
respond to requests for comment. 
Dollar Tree recently announced it 
was selling Family Dollar to private 
equity groups, pending regulatory 
approval.

Last year, Walmart agreed to a 
$45 million settlement to resolve 
a class-action lawsuit that alleged 
that its stores falsely infl ated prod-
uct weight, mislabeled products and 
overcharged for clearance products 
sold by weight.

In Arizona, about one-quarter of 
inspections conducted by offi  cials 
at the chain’s stores in the past fi ve 
years led to violations.

But the company has off ered few 
details about how price inaccuracies 
occur at its Arizona stores.

“We’re committed to ensuring 
that our customers have an en-
joyable shopping experience,” a 
spokesperson for Walmart said in 
a statement, without addressing 
questions about the overcharging.

NAM Y. HUH, THE ASSOCIATED PRESS, FILE 2025 

A handful of inspectors is responsible for checking price accuracy across 
Arizona’s 80,000 retailers, and that number has been cut over the years.

BUSINESS

There are so many Social Secu-
rity-bashing screeds fl oating 
around on the internet that 

I could spend every one of my 
weekly columns just trying to set 
the record straight.

These things usually get passed 
around from one 
gullible and naive 
nitwit to the next. 
Today I’m ad-
dressing one that 
has been polluting 
the online world 
for almost a quar-
ter century now. 
I wrote my fi rst 
column about it in 

1997, and it’s still around spreading 
falsehoods. The only diff erence is 
the latest version that many read-
ers have been asking me about is 
showing up on Facebook. 

(By the way, I can give you a 
little clue about how to tell these 
diatribes are half-baked and splat-
tered with lies. They are full of 
misspellings, run-on sentences, 
far too many capital letters and lots 
of exclamation points. You just 
know they are written by angry 
old goats sitting at a computer in 
their basements, letting the gov-
ernment-hating venom ooze from 
their fi ngertips onto the keyboard!)

The Facebook version starts 
out with some babble (not worth 
repeating here) about the Social 
Security card. But then the real 
rants begin.

The author says that “Franklin 
Roosevelt, a Democrat, promised 

that participation in the program 
would be completely voluntary.” 
That’s not true. To make Social 
Security more palatable to Repub-
licans in Congress, the original 
law excluded groups of traditional 
Republican voters, such as doctors, 
lawyers and other self-employed 
people. But they were all eventu-
ally brought into the fold. And just 
so you know, mandatory social in-
surance is not unique to the United 
States. There are 165 Social Secu-
rity programs around the world. 
All of them are mandatory. That is 
the only way a nationwide social 
insurance system can work.

This half-baked harangue next 
alleges that FDR promised that 
“participants would only have to 
pay 1% of the fi rst $1,400 of their 
annual incomes into the program.”

Once again, that’s just an out-
right lie. The Social Security bill 
that FDR signed in 1935 taxed 
income up to $3,000. That same 
law called for an incremental ad-
justment to the tax rate, climbing 
from 1% in 1936 to 3% by 1949. 
Roosevelt and all legislators knew 
that as the program grew in the 
future, its funding would also have 
to grow.

The wacky writer then falsely 
says that “the Social Security 
tax rate is now 7.65%.” That’s a 
common misperception. The 
Social Security tax rate is 6.2%. 
The other 1.45% is used to fund 
the completely separate Medicare 
program.

The last time the Social Security 

tax rate was increased was in 1983, 
during the administration of for-
mer President Ronald Reagan, who 
was defi nitely not a Democrat!

And speaking of Reagan, he gets 
a pass on something that the in-
ternet diatribe blames on former 
President Bill Clinton. Specifi cally, 
the angry old goat wrote this. 
“Which political party started tax-
ing Social Security? Answer: Clin-
ton and the Democratic Party, with 
Al Gore casting the tie-breaking 
vote.”

In truth, Social Security benefi ts 
were fi rst made taxable during 
Reagan’s administration in 1984. 
But I should point out here that the 
idea to tax Social Security benefi ts 
was one of the proposals of the 
1982 National Commission on 
Social Security Reform. This was a 
bipartisan commission headed by 
Alan Greenspan that was charged 
with coming up with solutions to 
Social Security’s impending fi -
nancial woes. In addition to taxing 
benefi ts, some of their other pro-
posals included increasing payroll 
taxes and raising the retirement 
age from 65 to 67.

Next, the author of this garbage 
trots out the time-worn argument 
that former President Lyndon 
Baines Johnson was the fi rst chief 
executive to misuse Social Secu-
rity funds and spend it on other 
purposes. I have explained what 
LBJ did about a hundred times in 
this column. So now here comes 
explanation number one hundred 
and one!

Because of the massive spend-
ing needed to fund the Vietnam 
War, Johnson’s administration 
was racking up huge defi cits in 
the 1960s. But LBJ came up with 
a clever way to hide some of those 
defi cits from the American people. 
He noticed that the government 
kept a completely separate set of 
books for the Social Security Trust 
Funds, which were running big 
surpluses at the time. He decided 
to combine the Social Security 
accounts with the overall fed-
eral budget ledgers. This made 
the budget defi cits appear much 
smaller. But it is important to note 
this was just a bookkeeping gim-
mick. He simply combined the 
accounts on paper. He did not take 
one nickel out of the Social Secu-
rity Trust Funds and spend it for 
other purposes.

Back to this ridiculous rant. 
The author asks this question. 
“Which political party decided 
to start giving annuity payments 
to immigrants?” And he answers 
it this way. “That’s right. Jimmy 
Carter and the Democratic Party. 
Immigrants moved into this coun-
try, and at age 65, began to receive 
Social Security payments. The 
Democratic Party gave these pay-
ments to them, even though they 
never paid a dime into it.”

Once again, that is just abso-
lutely false. The implication is 
that illegal immigrants can collect 
Social Security benefi ts. And that 
is just not true. In truth, actuarial 
studies have shown that workers 

living here illegally who manage to 
obtain false documents, including 
fake Social Security numbers, and 
who work “above the table,” pump 
about $2 billion per year into the 
Social Security system and never 
collect a dime in benefi ts.

Perhaps the author is talking 
about the fact that immigrants 
who have come to this country 
legally can obtain Supplemental 
Security Income benefi ts if they 
are poor and over the age of 65 or 
disabled. SSI is a federal welfare 
program that is funded out of 
general tax revenues, not Social 
Security taxes. The SSI program 
came about when Richard Nixon 
was president. And he was also 
not a Democrat!

Let me make this fi nal point. 
People should stop trying to blame 
their perceived Social Security 
transgressions on one political 
party or another. Almost all Social 
Security legislation over the years 
has been the result of bipartisan 
eff orts to make the program better 
for all of us.

If you have a Social Security 
question, Tom Margenau has two 
books with all the answers. One is 
called “Social Security — Simple and 
Smart: 10 Easy-to-Understand Fact 
Sheets That Will Answer All Your 
Questions About Social Security.” 
The other is “Social Security: 100 
Myths and 100 Facts.” Email him at 
thomas.margenau@comcast.net. 
To read past columns, visit creators.
com.

SOCIAL SECURITY & YOU

Facebook rant about Social Security is all lies

TOM 
MARGENAU

Overcharged
From D1

1 — Treat the patient, not just a 
diagnostic study

2 — Listen to the patient
3 — Treat the patient as if they 

are a member of your family
Again, foundational principles 

that translate into growth.
Further evidence of the suc-

cess of this approach is that 
several pain clinics in Phoenix 
have approached Cornidez about 
merging. The Phoenix entities 

appreciate the environment of 
selfl essness in the institute’s cul-
ture, and the collegial atmosphere 
among the employees and with 
the patients.

The business is successful fi -
nancially, growing and expanding 
the economic health of Tucson 

and Southern Arizona.
The company is a meaning-

ful business in our community. 
They never say no to sponsorship 
requests. It sponsors numerous 
scholarships, and Cornidez fre-
quently speaks to students and 
teachers, especially on the city’s 

south side.
They achieve all of this sustain-

able success by focusing on strong 
relationships with both their peo-
ple and their patients. 

The ultimate lesson? When you 
put people fi rst, success inevitably 
follows.

Cook
From D1

An insurance industry group 
criticized the study as fl awed, 
while acknowledging that claims 
costs have been rising. The re-
port doesn’t use actual premiums 
charged to homeowners but, in-
stead, relies on premiums quoted 
to hypothetical customers, said 
the American Property Casualty 
Insurance Association, in a re-
sponse to The Arizona Republic.

In fact, the association said, 
insurance companies actually 
have suff ered six straight years of 
net underwriting losses, and the 
trend is likely to continue in 2025 
because of the Los Angeles wild-
fi res in January.

“Insurance costs have increased 
across the country in recent years 
due to rising claims costs associ-
ated with infl ation, more severe 
weather, higher rebuilding costs, 
legal system abuse and regulatory 
constraints,” the insurance orga-

nization said. “The aff ordability 
and availability of insurance, par-
ticularly in disaster-prone states, 
has a very real impact on families, 
individuals, business owners and 
communities. This is why the in-
dustry is so focused on strength-
ening homes and communities 
against natural disasters to help 
reduce costly damage.”

Arizonans facing some 

of biggest increases 

At any rate, wildfi re risks could 
make it more expensive to main-
tain or even obtain private cov-
erage, according to the report 
from the Consumer Federation of 
America, titled “Overburdened: 
The Dramatic Increase in Home-
owners Insurance Premiums and 
Its Impacts on American Home-
owners.”

The average premium nation-
ally rose from $2,656 in 2021 to 
$3,303 last year, with the sharp-
est increases in Utah (59% jump 
in premiums), Illinois (50%), 

Arizona (48%) and Pennsylva-
nia (44%). The most expensive 
states in which to insure a home 
are Florida, Louisiana, Oklahoma, 
Kentucky and Nebraska. Floridi-
ans now pay an average of $9,462 
in annual homeowner premiums.

“Skyrocketing double-digit 
increases in homeowners’ insur-
ance premiums and the potential 
inability to fi nd adequate insur-
ance, particularly in areas prone 
to wildfi re, have the potential to 
wreak havoc on household bud-
gets in Arizona,” said Diane E. 
Brown, executive director of the 
Arizona Public Interest Research 
Group, in commenting on the re-
port.

In Arizona, the average increase 
of more than $700 over the three-
year period has been a “contrib-
uting factor to whether a family 
or an individual may invest in a 
home,” she said, adding that on-
going wildfi re threats “may soon 
be making it even more expensive 
to maintain or even obtain private 
coverage.”

Rising insurance premiums 

reflect various pressures 

Escalating costs have forced 
millions of consumers to take on 
more risk through higher deduct-
ibles and lower-quality coverage 
or to forgo insurance altogether, 
according to the study. In other 
cases, insurers won’t let certain 
homeowners renew coverage, 
forcing them to scramble for poli-
cies elsewhere.

“The rising costs of construc-
tion and building materials, cli-
mate change, an expensive and 
tight global reinsurance market 
and weak regulatory oversight by 
state insurance commissioners all 
have contributed to the spiking 
insurance prices that homeowners 
have encountered,” the report said.

Regarding climate change: “The 
nation has experienced stronger 
and more frequent natural disas-
ters, including larger and more 
powerful hurricanes, a longer and 
more destructive wildfi re season, 
heavier rainstorms, tornadoes, hail 

and other extreme events,” the re-
port said.

The unregulated global reinsur-
ance market also has contributed 
to price increases, according to 
the study’s authors. Reinsurance 
refers to the business in which 
insurers spread their risks around 
to guard against potentially high-
cost claims resulting from natural 
disasters.

Most state regulators, the report 
added, do not adequately review 
insurance rate increases to deter-
mine if they are excessive or not. 
“Most states aff ord insurers signif-
icant latitude in pricing and very 
limited oversight,” the report said.

Among proposals, the report’s 
authors would like to see govern-
ment regulators require companies 
to reveal more data on insurance 
underwriting, pricing, coverage 
and claims every year. They also 
would like to see a public-rein-
surance program developed to sta-
bilize the market and expand the 
availability of aff ordable home-
owners’ insurance.

Premiums
From D1


