Lifeline
Mrs. Quach arrived in the United States as a refugee from Vietnam in the 1980s and currently
lives in Houston, Texas. While she has several Vietnamese neighbors and friends, she depends
on Lifeline, the only federal program that lowers the monthly cost of phone and internet for
qualifying low-income customers, i to stay in touch with family members living in other parts of
the country. She explained, “I cannot afford to pay a monthly fee for the phone…The Lifeline
program is important to me because it saves me money.” It also helps her stay connected to her
culture, since she “usually [uses her] phone to listen to Vietnamese music.”

The Impact of Lifeline
Mrs. Quach’s experience attests to the important role Lifeline plays in expanding broadband
internet connection for low-income Americans, especially low-income people of color.
Established in 1985, Lifeline is one of four federal Universal Service programs that are funded
through the Universal Service Fund and managed by the Universal Service Administrative
Company, an independent, not-for-profit corporation designated by the Federal
Communications Commission (FCC). ii In 2018, more than 9 million households were enrolled in
the program. iii
Customers of the federal Lifeline program can receive up to $9.25 toward their monthly bill. iv To
qualify, an individual must demonstrate that their income is 135% or less than the federal
poverty guidelines, which are based on their household size. v Alternatively, they can qualify if
they or someone in their household, including a child or a dependent, participates in one of the
following programs: Supplemental Nutrition Assistance Program (SNAP), Medicaid,
Supplemental Security Income, Federal Public Housing Assistance, Veterans Pension and
Survivors Benefit, or Tribal Programs. vi However, multiple people living in an eligible household
can obtain only one discount for the household to use on phone or internet, or a bundled service
(in other words, only one benefit per household).
The Lifeline program has undergone dramatic changes since 2016. In addition to adding
broadband as a supported service, setting minimum service standards, and streamlining
eligibility criteria, the 2016 Lifeline Order required the Universal Service Administrative
Company to develop and implement a National Lifeline Eligibility Verifier (National Verifier) to
independently determine subscriber eligibility. vii
Despite signs of progress, the program may be at risk. In May 2019, the FCC released a Notice
of Proposed Rulemaking to place an overall cap on funding for the Universal Service Fund’s
four programs: Connect America Fund, Lifeline, Schools and Libraries (E-Rate), and Rural
Health Care. If demand is projected to exceed the cap for a given year, the FCC will consider
making administrative changes to reduce the size or amount of funding available to the

individual programs in the upcoming year. viii Since Lifeline is underutilized compared to the other
programs, potential funding cuts could create additional barriers to program enrollment. In FCC
Commissioner Geoffrey Starks’ dissenting opinion, Starks stated that the cap would “impinge on
the reach of the Commission’s Lifeline program” and ultimately “curtail the Commission’s ability
to address the problem of internet inequality.” ix
While the FCC has not published a final rule on this matter yet, federal lawmakers have taken
notice and voiced their support for preserving the Lifeline program. In September 2019, U.S.
Representative Ro Khanna (CA-17) and eleven other representatives sent a letter to FCC
Chairman Ajit Pai highlighting their concerns that the budget cap would harm communities of
color, including low-income Asian American and Pacific Islander (AAPI) families and
households. x Additionally, in December 2019, Representative Mark Pocan (WI-2) introduced a
bill to protect funding for the Universal Service Fund programs, among other purposes. xi

Bridging the Digital Divide
Lifeline is critical for bridging the digital divide for Americans who have lower incomes and need
broadband connection to apply for jobs, complete homework, and communicate with healthcare
providers. xii In this context, race and socioeconomic status are intertwined: People of color who
are impacted by the digital divide express a high demand for broadband connection, but do not
subscribe largely due to cost concerns. xiii
The AAPI community represents one of these impacted groups, contrary to surveys that
purportedly demonstrate that it enjoys higher rates of broadband connection than other
communities of color. These surveys contain numerous methodological and sampling issues: In
addition to aggregating data of populations from over 20 countries, they mostly focus on
proficient English speakers and are completed online, favoring people who already have
access. Indeed, relatively little disaggregated data exists about the AAPI community in general,
including the extent to which the digital divide impacts community members – which undermines
efforts to ensure that low-income AAPIs can benefit from programs like Lifeline.
Despite the lack of data, digital divide indicators – educational attainment, income level, and
English proficiency – suggest that a gap in access exists among different ethnic groups in the
AAPI community. For example, 4.6% of Japanese Americans have less than a high school
diploma, compared with 53.6% of Burmese Americans. xiv Moreover, whereas the median
household income of Indian Americans is $114,261, that of Samoan Americans and Burmese
Americans is $54,193 and $39,730, respectively. xv Finally, 18.7% of Indian Americans and
20.4% of Tongan Americans are limited English proficient, compared with 48.9% of Vietnamese
Americans and 42.9% of Marshallese Americans. xvi
AAPI enrollment in welfare programs that can qualify a household for Lifeline, such as SNAP
and Medicaid, represents another digital divide indicator illustrating the potential gap in
broadband access. In 2015, 2.6% xvii of SNAP recipients were categorized as Asian American. xviii
However, the divide between certain ethnic groups was stark: 2.38% of Thai Americans were
enrolled in the program, compared with 67.3% of Bhutanese Americans. xix Furthermore, in
2016, 26% of Asian Americans and 37% of Pacific Islanders were enrolled in Medicaid or some
other public insurance program. xx

These statistics not only illustrate striking disparities within the AAPI community, but also allow
us to project a potential lack of broadband access for a substantial proportion of it. Therefore,
advocacy organizations and direct service providers that work on the community’s behalf should
recognize that the Lifeline program is a critical tool for expanding broadband access and
advancing racial and socioeconomic equity.
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