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UNDERSTANDING ALICE: HEALTH, EDUCATION, AND SOCIAL FACTORS
In most contexts, having a low income is associated with lower levels of education, higher rates of unemployment, and 
poorer health.91 Communities that have been able to disrupt that association can provide important insights on how to 
change environments or policy to support ALICE households. By tracking where ALICE lives with other indicators, it is 
possible to identify counties that have overcome a challenge or bucked a trend. Stakeholders can then learn from these 
examples and adapt those solutions to their own areas. 

Tracking relationships between ALICE households and other variables at the county level — in areas such as technology 
or health — can also help stakeholders ask important questions and target resources where they can have the greatest 
impact. To see interactive maps of socioeconomic indicators in Texas, visit our website: UnitedForALICE.org/Texas.

Here are two possible questions:

Is internet access related to income? 
Access to digital technology has exploded over the last three decades: By 2018, 92% of U.S. adults owned a computing 
device and 85% had a broadband internet subscription; in Texas, the rates were the same.92 Technology has also 
become more important for work, education, community participation, and, crucially, disaster response and recovery.

But access to technology still varies by income and geography. For many families, that lack of access translates 
directly to reduced job opportunities, educational opportunities, health care access, and financial tools. For example, 
low-income adults are more likely to use their phones to search and apply for jobs; nationally, 32% of smartphone users 
with income below $30,000 have applied for a job on their phone, compared with 7% of smartphone users with income 
above $75,000. Although smartphone technology is constantly improving, many tasks are still more difficult to complete 
on the small screen of a smartphone as opposed to a computer (e.g., word processing, filling out applications, editing 
spreadsheets), and many websites still do not have a mobile version, making navigation time-consuming and difficult, or 
sometimes impossible. Households without internet access are also at greater risk of being undercounted in the 2020 
Census, when they may need government programs and services the most.93

This high usage of smartphones for a critical task indicates that many low-income households have limited access 
to the internet at home. In Texas, 31% of households with income below the ALICE Threshold do not have an internet 
subscription, compared with only 8% for households above the ALICE Threshold. Rates also vary widely by location: 
The counties with the lowest access rates and lowest income are in rural areas, where 40% of households below the 
ALICE Threshold do not have an internet subscription.94 In 2017, Laredo and Brownsville ranked first and second on a 
list of the nation’s worst-connected cities, with 32% and 31% of households lacking internet access, respectively.95 In the 
age of distance learning, this digital divide by geography and income has a particularly negative impact on the state’s 
youngest residents. In 2018, Texas had the largest population in the nation of K-12 students without adequate internet 
connection — approximately 1,829,000 students in total. Identifying these gaps can help businesses, governments, and 
local communities direct resources and establish strategies to improve equity in internet access.96

Are drug overdoses driven by income? 
Texas, like many states across the country, has experienced an increase in drug overdose deaths over the last decade. 
In 2018, the age-adjusted rate of drug overdose deaths in Texas was 10.4 per 100,000 population, well below the U.S. 
rate of 20.7, yet with a 16% increase between 2014 and 2018 (from 2,601 deaths in 2014 to 3,005 in 2018). Nationally, 
heroin and other opioids are involved in the majority of drug overdose deaths (nearly 70% in 2018); by contrast, in 
Texas, opioids were involved in less than half of drug-overdose deaths in 2018, and the number of opioid-related deaths 

http://UnitedForALICE.org/Texas
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actually decreased between 2017 and 2018 (for the first time since 2013). Deaths due to methamphetamine and 
cocaine overtook opioid-involved deaths in 2016 to become the leading cause of drug-overdose deaths in the state. 
Deaths involving these drugs more than doubled between 2014 and 2018 (cocaine-involved deaths increased 111% and 
deaths involving methamphetamine increased 152%).97

Several national studies have suggested that counties with the worst economic prospects have the highest rates of 
substance use disorders and drug overdose hospitalizations and deaths. Yet that relationship varies across states, 
as people of all incomes, geographies, ages, and races/ethnicities suffer from substance use disorders.98 In Texas, 
overdose deaths have been reported in the majority of counties. In 2017, while some of the highest numbers of 
overdose deaths occurred in counties that also had a high percentage of households below the ALICE Threshold, overall 
there was not a significant relationship between income (defined by the percentage of households below the ALICE 
Threshold) and drug overdose deaths across Texas’ counties.99  

Understanding which communities have been hardest 
hit by substance use disorders can help planners and 
stakeholders see the complex ways in which addiction 
and financial hardship interact. Although economic 
standing is not always a risk factor for drug addiction 
in Texas, the consequences of addiction hit low-income 
families harder. The impact of addiction and substance 
use disorders on families often means a decline in their 
financial position, causing many families to become 
or remain ALICE. A family’s income may be reduced if 
addiction reduces an adult’s ability to work, and these 
families often have substantial health care costs. For 
example, methadone treatment for opioid users costs 
about $500 per month, and inpatient rehabilitation facilities for substance use treatment can range from $6,000 to 
$20,000 per month. Lower-income families may not have access to such treatment programs, which only prolongs and 
compounds the outcomes of addiction. Substance use disorders take a toll on the stability of families and marriages, 
on parenting, and on the physical and mental health of family members.100 For all of these reasons, there can be huge 
value for community stakeholders in mapping where ALICE lives with drug-overdose deaths to identify communities that 
have the greatest need but the fewest resources to address addiction-related problems.101

THE BENEFITS OF MOVING TOWARD INCOME EQUITY IN TEXAS
The strength of the Texas economy is inextricably tied to the financial stability of its residents. The more people who 
participate in a state’s economy, the stronger it will be. In 2018, when the national economy was often described 
as “strong,” the reality was that 4,290,195 Texas households — more than two out of five households in the state — 
struggled to support themselves. If all households earned enough to meet their basic needs, not only would each 
family’s hardship be eased, but the Texas economy would also benefit substantially. This is true in times of economic 
growth, and it becomes even more important during a period of crisis and recovery.

To better understand the extent to which financial hardship is a drain on a state’s economy, this section provides an 
estimate of the benefits of raising the income of all households to the ALICE Threshold. While lifting family income 
would be an enormous undertaking, the statewide benefits of doing so make a compelling case for pointing both policy 
and investment toward that goal.

The impact of addiction and substance 
use disorders on families often means 
a decline in their financial position, 
causing many families to become or 
remain ALICE.”

“
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Based on 2018 data, the economic benefit to Texas of bringing all households to the ALICE Threshold would be 
approximately $305.4 billion, meaning that the state GDP would grow by 17% (Figure 11). This is based on two 
categories of economic enhancement:

Earnings: Texas’ 2018 GDP reflected earnings of $106.6 billion by the state’s households below the ALICE Threshold. 
Bringing all households to the ALICE Threshold would have a two-fold impact: 

• Additional earnings: $118.3 billion statewide. 

• Multiplier effect: Studies show that almost all additional wages earned by low-wage workers are put back into the 
economy through increased consumer spending, which in turn spurs business growth.102 Building on economic 
calculations used by Moody’s Analytics, this estimate assumes an economic multiplier of 1.2, meaning that a 
$1 increase in compensation to low-wage workers leads to a $1.20 increase in economic activity. In Texas, this 
increased economic activity would be valued at $142 billion.103  

Community spending: Texas’ 2018 GDP reflected community spending of $50.5 billion on assistance to the state’s 
households below the ALICE Threshold.104 When all households can meet their basic needs, this spending can be 
reallocated to projects and programs that help families and communities thrive, not just survive. 

• Indirect benefits: Added value to the state GDP would come in the form of indirect benefits associated with 
increased financial stability. These benefits include improved health (and reduced health care expenditures), 
reduced crime and homelessness, and greater community engagement. Figure 11 uses the very conservative 
estimate of an added $45.1 billion (or 2.5% of the state GDP, which is the estimated cost of childhood poverty 
alone).105 This is still far short of the total indirect benefits of bringing all households to the ALICE Threshold, as 
it does not include benefits for adults or factor in the direct impact of redeploying private and nonprofit spending 
currently used to alleviate poverty.106 
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Figure 11. 
Economic Benefits of Raising All Households to the ALICE Threshold, Texas, 2018
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Note: In states with income tax, additional tax revenues are included in this analysis. Texas does not have a state income tax and the items in the ALICE Household Survival 
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Sources: ALICE Threshold, 2018; American Community Survey, 2018; McKeever, 2018; National Association of State Budget Officers, 2019; Office of Management and Budget, 
2019; U.S. Department of Agriculture—SNAP, 2019; Urban Institute, 2012107

Benefits for Households and Local Communities
In addition to the economic benefits to the state if all households had income above the ALICE Threshold, there 
would be a significant number of positive changes for families and their communities. Our 2019 companion Report, 
The Consequences of Insufficient Household Income, outlines the tough choices ALICE and poverty-level families 
make when they do not have enough income to afford basic necessities, and how those decisions affect their 
broader communities. By contrast, Figure 12 outlines the improvements that all Texas families and their communities 
would experience if policies were implemented that moved all households above the ALICE Threshold.108 

https://www.unitedforalice.org/consequences
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Figure 12. 
The Benefits of Sufficient Income

Note: For sources, see Figure 12: Sources, following the Endnotes for this Report

If households have  
sufficient income for… Impact on ALICE Impact on the Community

Safe, Affordable 
Housing

Improved health through safer environments 
and decreased stress, improved educational 

performance and outcomes for children, 
greater stability for household members, a 

means to build wealth for homeowners

Less traffic, lower health care costs, 
better maintained housing stock, 

lower crime rates, less spending on 
homelessness/social services

Quality Child Care 
and Education

Improved academic performance, higher 
lifetime earnings, higher graduation rates, 
improved job stability/access for parents, 

better health 

Decreased racial/ethnic and 
socioeconomic performance gaps, 
decreased income disparities, high 
return on investment (especially for 

early childhood education)

Adequate  
Food

Decreased food insecurity, improved health 
(especially for children and seniors), decreased 

likelihood of developmental delays and 
behavioral problems in school

Lower health care costs, improved 
workplace productivity, less 

spending on emergency food 
services

Reliable  
Transportation

Improved access to job opportunities, school 
and child care, health care, retail markets, social 
services, and support systems (friends, family, 

faith communities)

Fewer high-emissions vehicles on 
the road, more diverse labor market, 

decreased income disparities

Quality  
Health Care

Better mental and physical health (including 
increased life expectancy), improved access to 
preventative care, fewer missed days of work/

school, decreased need for emergency services 

Decreased health care spending, 
fewer communicable diseases, 

improved workplace productivity, 
decreased wealth-health gap

Reliable  
Technology

Improved access to job opportunities, 
expanded access to health information 

and tele-health services, increased job and 
academic performance

Decreased “digital divide” in access 
to technology by income, increased 
opportunities for civic participation

Savings

Ability to withstand emergencies without 
impacting long-term financial stability 

and greater asset accumulation over time 
(e.g., interest on savings; ability to invest in 

education, property, or finance a  
secure retirement) 

Greater charitable contributions; 
less spending on emergency health, 

food, and senior services



TEXASALICE REPORT, 2020 34

In addition to the benefits listed above, greater financial stability and having basic needs met can reduce the anxiety that 
comes from struggling to survive, or not having a cushion for emergencies. It also leaves more time to spend with loved 
ones and to give back to the community — all of which contribute to happiness and improved life satisfaction.109

Having money saves money: Having enough income means that households can build their credit scores and avoid late 
fees, predatory lending, and higher interest rates.110 That, in turn, means that ALICE families have more resources to 
use to reduce risks (e.g., by purchasing insurance), stay healthy (e.g., by getting preventative health care), or save and 
invest in education or assets that could grow over time (e.g., buying a home or opening a small business). Instead of a 
downward cycle of accumulating fees, debt, and stress, families can have an upward cycle of savings and health that 
makes them even better able to be engaged in their communities and, in turn, enjoy a reasonable quality of life.

For communities, this leads to greater economic activity, greater tax revenue, lower levels of crime, and fewer demands 
on the social safety net, allowing more investment in vital infrastructure, schools, and health care.111 Strengthening 
communities by strengthening ALICE families means a higher quality of life for all. 
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