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shows such as Dallas or the reality program 
Big Rich Texas. Many Texans in the real 
world live a modest, hardscrabble life. In 
2014, the per capita income in Texas was 
$26,513, well below the national average 
of $28,889. A study by the U.S. Census 
Bureau found that just over one in three 
Texans lived in a poverty area, which is a 
census tract where 20 percent or more of 
the residents live at or below the poverty 
level.52

American federalism has increasingly 
entwined state government with national 
policy related to health and human 
services through federal-state partnerships 
in programs such as Temporary Assistance 
for Needy Families (TANF), Medicare, and 
Medicaid. Generally, Americans think of 
such policies as coming from Washington, 
D.C. In fact, the states play an important 

role in delivering many of the benefits, working in partnership with the federal 
government. Moreover, each state faces a unique set of challenges. In 2013, for example, 
Texas had one of the highest rates of poverty (16.8 percent) in the nation, well above the 
national average of 14.5 percent. However, while many Texans live in serious need of 
health care or other social services, the Texas tradition of individualism means that the 
state has only grudgingly provided these services on a limited basis.

Social Welfare Programs

Social welfare programs include a wide range of ways in which the government takes a 
role in providing for the needs of people who cannot or will not provide for themselves. 
These include programs that help with shelter, food, clothing, jobs, medical aid, or 
assistance in old age. Sometimes these programs partner charitable organizations 
with government agencies. Frequently, the state finds itself working—sometimes 
reluctantly—with the federal government.

Texas provides assistance to some families with children under eighteen through 
Temporary Assistance for Needy Families (TANF). Under this program, eligible 
households receive monthly cash payments and Medicaid benefits. TANF provides 
cash payments through an electronic debit card known as the Lone Star Card. Cash 
benefit programs are those programs in which individuals receive funds that they 
spend themselves.

Recipients must accept the terms of a personal responsibility agreement that 
requires them to stay free from alcohol or drug abuse, seek and maintain employment, 
ensure that children are attending school, and take part in parenting and other programs 
if asked. In June 2016, there were 39,990 Texas families that were receiving TANF, 
including 58,570 children and 7,987 adults, with the average recipient receiving about 
$73 a month.53 Families may also qualify for the Supplemental Nutrition Assistance 
Program (SNAP), which is designed to help low-income seniors and single people, 

Temporary Assistance for 
Needy Families (TANF)
federal program that provides 
eligible households with 
monthly cash payments and 
Medicaid benefits

Supplemental Nutrition 
Assistance Program 
(SNAP)
program that helps low-
income seniors, people with 
disabilities, single people, and 
families in need buy food from 
local retailers

A girl has dental X-rays taken at a clinic in Rio Grande City, Texas. Health and 
human services like Medicaid and Temporary Assistance for Needy Families (TANF) 
are important in the state, which has one of the highest poverty rates in the 
nation, but social welfare programs may often be available only on a limited basis.
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