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While 65% of americans use broadband at home, the other 35% (roughly 80 million adults) 
do not.1 some segments of the population—particularly low-income households, racial and 
ethnic minorities, seniors, rural residents and people with disabilities—are being left behind. 
as exhibit 9-a demonstrates, some communities are significantly less likely to have broad-
band at home. half of all hispanics do not use broadband at home, while 41% of african 
americans do not. only 24% of americans with less than a high school diploma use broad-
band at home, and the adoption rate for those with annual household incomes less than 
$20,000 is only 40%.

If history is a guide, adoption rates will continue to rise.3 
Broadband adoption reached 50% in 2007, up from 12% at the 
end of 2002 and 32% in early 2005.4 But gaps will likely persist 
with certain segments of the population continuing to lag the 
national average. 

Consider the history of telephone adoption. Traditional 
telephone service reached saturation around 1970, when 93% 
of households subscribed. At that point, roughly 20% of African 
Americans and Hispanics did not have telephone service. By 
1985, households earning less than $10,000 per year still lagged 
those earning $40,000 or more by nearly 19 percentage points; 
by 2008, they continued to trail by almost 9 percentage points.5 
As described in Chapter 8, government action through the 
Universal Service Fund ultimately contributed to telephone 
adoption to near universal levels.

Absent action, broadband adoption rates will continue to be 
uneven. Even if broadband reaches saturation in coming years, 
the aggregate adoption number may mask troubling differences 

along socioeconomic and racial and ethnic lines. If broadband 
adoption follows the trajectory of telephone adoption, one in 
four African Americans and one in three Hispanics could still 
be without broadband service at home even when an over-
whelming majority of Americans overall have it. 

To understand broadband adoption trends, many questions 
must be answered. Who chooses not to adopt, and why? What 
is the appropriate role for government in general, and the 
federal government in particular, to spur sustainable adoption? 
How can stakeholders such as state, local and Tribal leaders, 
non-profit community partners and private industry support 
the goals of bringing all citizens online and maximizing their 
utilization of broadband applications?

The following recommendations outline targeted invest-
ments the United States should consider in order to increase 
adoption levels. Federal action is necessary but needs to be 
taken in partnership with and in support of state, local and 
Tribal governments, corporations and non-profits. 

Exhibit 9-A: 
Broadband Adoption 
Among Certain 
Demographic 
Groups2*

Demographic group Current adoption rates, by %

National average 65

Low income (under $20,000/year) 40

Less educated (no high school degree) 24

Rural Americans 50

Older Americans (65+) 35

People with disabilities 42

African Americans 59

Hispanics 49
*The sample size of the FCC Survey, though the largest survey of non-adopters to date, is too small to make statistically reliable broadband adoption 
estimates for certain population subgroups, particularly racial and ethnic minorities. Data released by National Telecommunications and Informa-
tion Administration (NTIA) from the U.S. Census Bureau’s Current Population Survey Internet and Computer Use Supplement offer some insight into 
computer and Internet use by less numerous population subgroups. In particular, NTIA reports 67% of Asian Americans have broadband at home 
while 43% of American Indians/Alaska natives (living on and off Tribal lands) report having broadband at home. See NTIA, DIGITAL NATION:  
21st Century America’s Progress Toward Universal Broadband Internet Access (2010), available at http://www.ntia.doc.gov/reports/2010/NTIA_ 
internet_use_report_Feb2010.pdf.
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RECOMMENDATIONS
Address cost barriers to broadband adoption and 
utilization

 ➤ The Federal Communications Commission (FCC) should 
expand Lifeline Assistance (Lifeline) and Link-Up America 
(Link-Up) to make broadband more affordable for low-
income households.

 ➤ The FCC should consider free or very low-cost wireless broad-
band as a means to address the affordability barrier to adoption.

Address digital literacy barriers to broadband adoption 
and utilization

 ➤ The federal government should launch a National Digital 
Literacy Program that creates a Digital Literacy Corps, in-
creases the capacity of digital literacy partners and creates 
an Online Digital Literacy Portal. 

Address relevance barriers to broadband adoption and 
utilization

 ➤ The National Telecommunications and Information 
Administration (NTIA) should explore the potential for 
public-private partnerships to improve broadband adoption 
by working with other federal agencies. 

 ➤ Public and private partners should prioritize efforts to 
increase the relevance of broadband for older Americans. 

 ➤ The federal government should explore the potential of 
mobile broadband access as a gateway to inclusion.

 ➤ The private sector and non-profit community should part-
ner to conduct a national outreach and awareness campaign. 

Address issues of accessibility for broadband adoption and 
utilization

 ➤ The Executive Branch should convene a Broadband  
Accessibility Working Group (BAWG) to maximize broad-
band adoption by people with disabilities.

 ➤ The FCC should establish an Accessibility and Innovation 
Forum. 

 ➤ Congress, the FCC and the U.S. Department of Justice 
(DOJ) should consider modernizing accessibility laws, 
rules and related subsidy programs.

Expand federal support for regional broadband capacity-
building, program evaluation and sharing of best practices 

 ➤ Federal support should be expanded for regional capacity-
building efforts aimed at improving broadband deployment 
and adoption.

 ➤ Congress and federal agencies should promote third- 
party evaluation of future broadband adoption programs.

 ➤ NTIA should establish a National Broadband Clearing-
house to promote best practices and information sharing. 

Coordinate with Tribes on broadband issues
 ➤ The Executive Branch, the FCC and Congress should make 

changes to ensure effective coordination and consultation 
with Tribes on broadband-related issues.

9.1 UNDERSTANDING 
BROADBAND ADOPTION
On Feb. 23, 2010, the FCC published the results of its first 
Broadband Consumer Survey. This national survey of 5,005 
adult Americans focused on non-adopters and the issues 
they face in adopting broadband. While many surveys track 
broadband adoption, this survey is one of the first efforts to 
oversample non-adopters.6 This section builds off these survey 
results to develop a set of programs to improve the adoption 
and utilization of broadband services, focusing on the barriers 
faced by non-adopters.

Barriers to Adoption and Utilization
The 35% of adults who do not use broadband at home gener-
ally are older, poorer, less educated, more likely to be a racial 
or ethnic minority, and more likely to have a disability than 
those with a broadband Internet connection at home. The FCC 
survey identified three major barriers that keep non-adopters 
from getting broadband:

cost. When prompted for the main reason they do not have 
broadband, 36% of non-adopters cite cost. Almost 24% of non-
adopters indicate reasons related to the cost of service—15% 
point to the monthly service cost, and 9% say they do not want 
the financial commitment of a long-term service contract or find 
the installation fee too high. For 10% of non-adopters, the cost of 
a computer is the primary barrier. The additional 2% cite a com-
bination of cost issues as the main reason they do not adopt.7 

digital literacy. About 22% of non-adopters cite a digital 
literacy-related factor as their main barrier. This group includes 
those who are uncomfortable using computers and those who 
are “worried about all the bad things that can happen if [they] 
use the Internet.”8 

relevance. Some 19% of non-adopters say they do not 
think digital content delivered over broadband is compelling 
enough to justify getting broadband service. Many do not view 
broadband as a means to access content they find important 
or necessary for activities they want to pursue. Others seem 
satisfied with offline alternatives. These non-adopters say, for 
instance, the Internet is a “waste of time.”9 
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An important and cross-cutting issue is accessibility for 
people with disabilities. Some 39% of all non-adopters have 
a disability, much higher than the 24% of overall survey 
respondents who have a disability.10 It is not a surprise that 
non-adopters include a disproportionately high share of people 
with disabilities. Americans with disabilities share many char-
acteristics with other non-adopters (i.e., both groups are older 
and have lower incomes than adopters), but having a disability 
may be an independent factor contributing to lower levels of 
broadband adoption at home.11 For example, some of the other 
impediments that people with disabilities face include: 

 ➤ Devices often are not designed to be accessible for people 
with disabilities.12

 ➤ Assistive technologies are expensive (Braille displays, for 
example, can cost between $3,500 and $15,000).13

 ➤ Services, including emergency services, are not accessible.14

 ➤ Web pages and new media applications cannot be accessed 
by a person using a screen reader.15

 ➤ Internet-based video programming does not have captions 
or video descriptions offering an account of what is on  
the screen.16 

Despite these barriers, ways that non-adopters use other 
forms of information and communications technology (ICT) 
bodes well for the future of broadband adoption. Some non-
adopters have a positive view of the benefits of ICT; they buy 
and use such technology, even though they have not purchased 
broadband. For example, 80% of non-adopters have satellite or 
cable premium television, 70% have cell phones and 42% have 
at least one working computer at home.17

In addition to using ICT, many non-adopters have positive 
attitudes about the Internet. Fifty-nine percent of non-
adopters strongly agree with the statement “the Internet is 
a valuable tool for learning;” 54% strongly agree that “it is 
important for children to learn to use the Internet;” and 37% 
strongly agree people can be more productive if they learn to 
use the Internet. This level of ownership of and interest in 
technology indicates that many non-adopters may be inclined 
to subscribe to broadband.18

Overcoming Barriers to Adoption and Promoting Utilization
The recommendations in this chapter address both adoption 
and utilization. “Adoption” refers to whether a person uses a 
broadband service at home or not; “utilization” refers to the 
intensity and quality of use of that connection to communicate 
with others, conduct business and pursue online activities. 
Research indicates that “differentiated use”—different levels 
of intensity and varied complexity of activities one pursues 
online—can affect the kind of offline benefits users experi-
ence.24 Adoption is necessary for utilization, but utilization is 

 

Broadband Means 
Opportunity

Broadband is a platform 
for social and economic op-
portunity. It can lower the 
geographic barriers and help 
minimize socioeconomic dis-
parities—connecting people 
from otherwise disconnected 
communities to job opportuni-
ties, avenues for educational 
advancement and channels for 
communication. Broadband is 
a particularly important plat-
form for historically disadvan-
taged communities including 
racial and ethnic minorities, 
people with disabilities and re-
cent immigrants. For example:

• In Santa Barbara County, 
Calif., a parent reads an email 
from her child’s teacher. 
Although seemingly unexcep-
tional, this event is actually 
quite remarkable because 
the teacher and the parent do 
not speak the same language. 
Using a donated foreign lan-
guage translation program, a 
refurbished computer, heavily 
discounted Internet access 
and training provided through 
the local school system, this 
mother can now converse 
with her child’s teacher for the 
first time.19 The Computers for 
Families (CFF) program is a 
partnership between the Santa 
Barbara County Education  
Office and Partners in 
Education, a group of county 
business and education lead-
ers that brings together the 
technological and educational 
resources to allow hundreds  
of families to benefit from  
the power of computers and 
the Internet.20 

• Three in 10 families 
headed by a single mother 
live below the federal poverty 
line.21 In 2001, to address the 
barriers that low-wage workers 
face in attaining skills, training 
and education, the New Jersey 
Department of Labor piloted 
a workforce development pro-
gram in which single, working 
mothers received a computer, 
Internet access and online-
skills training. The program 
had a 92% completion rate. 
Participants saw average annu-
al wage increases of 14%, and 
several enrolled in community 
college, college programs and 
other educational offerings. All 
the women reported that they 
would not have completed 
a training program if it were 
not available at home—just 
one more demonstration of 
how online learning equalizes 
access to education and skills 
training.22 

• In Tribal lands in Southern 
California, broadband helps 
bridge the physical distance 
between Tribal residents. 
Although 18 designated 
Tribal lands are located in the 
region, they are geographically 
separated and often isolated. 
In 2005, with a grant from 
Hewlett-Packard, the South-
ern California Tribal Chair-
men’s Association (SCTCA) 
launched the Tribal Digital 
Village. The initiative brought 
communications infrastruc-
ture, training and online 
content together. Because of 
the broadband provided via 
this initiative, the SCTCA was 
able to start its first for-profit 
business, Hi-Rez Printing.23

BOX 9-1:
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necessary to extract value from a connection. 
While cost is the leading barrier to adoption, nearly two-

thirds of non-adopters note that something else keeps them 
from getting broadband at home.25 In addition to cost, lack of 
digital skills, irrelevance of online content and inaccessible 
hardware and software often work together to limit adop-
tion.26 For non-adopters to find broadband valuable enough 
to subscribe, they need a basic knowledge of how to find and 
use trustworthy, substantive content.27 Similarly, if broadband 
costs fall because of lower prices or subsidies, consumers might 
be more willing to try it, in spite of doubts about its relevance 
or their own abilities to use it. 

There is also an important social dimension to broadband 
adoption that cannot be overlooked. The primary incentive 
for broadband adoption is communication—two-way commu-
nication through e-mail, social networking platforms, instant 
messaging or video-chatting.28 People find broadband relevant 
when the communities they care about are online, exchanging 
information and creating content.29 Once online, individuals 
will stay online if they continue to find information and broad-
band applications that are useful and relevant to their lives and 
when the people around them do the same.30 E-mailing friends 
and family is difficult if they do not also have e-mail. 

Ultimately, broadband adoption and utilization are not about 
owning a specific piece of technology or subscribing to a service 
but about making the Internet work for people. Getting people 
online is a critical first step, but the goal must be to keep people on-
line through sustainable efforts that promote utilization and help 
each user derive value from the Internet in his or her own way.

Federal Efforts
Historically, the federal government has supported Internet 
adoption through efforts that are part of broader programs. For 
example, the Community Connect program, run by the Rural 
Utilities Service, has granted more than $39 million to fund 
broadband infrastructure investment in 67 rural communi-
ties.31 This program requires communities that apply to create 
a Community-Oriented Connectivity Plan, which must include 
a state-of-the-art community center that provides free Internet 
access to residents with the goal of facilitating economic 
development and enhancing educational and health care op-
portunities in rural communities.32

To take another example, from 1994-2004, NTIA’s 
Technology Opportunity Program (TOP)* made 610 match-
ing grants to Tribal, state and local governments, as well as 
health care providers, schools, libraries and non-profits, for 
self-sustaining adoption programs. The grants totaled $233.5 
million and leveraged $313.7 million in local matching funds.33 

TOP emphasized how ICT could be efficiently and innovatively 
deployed. While this program often promoted broadband, 
broadband was not its central focus. TOP has not been funded 
since 2004, but many grantees have maintained operations 
with other funds. In this way, projects such as Austin Free Net, 
which provides technology training and access to residents 
of East Austin, Texas, and the Mountain Area Information 
Network, a community network for western North Carolina, 
continue to serve their communities.34

The American Recovery and Reinvestment Act of 2009 
(Recovery Act), in addition to funding broadband deployment, 
marked the first large-scale federal broadband adoption effort. A 
minimum of $450 million within NTIA’s Broadband Technology 
Opportunities Program (BTOP)* was set aside for sustainable 
broadband adoption programs and public computing centers.35

Thus far in the first round of BTOP funding awards, $15.9 
million have been allocated for six public computer center 
projects and $2.4 have been for three sustainable broadband 
adoption projects.36 The recipients include:

 ➤ Fast-Forward New Mexico, which will offer eight train-
ing courses on basic computer literacy, Internet use and 
e-commerce while providing outreach to Spanish-, Navajo- 
and Pueblo-speaking populations.37 

 ➤ The Spokane Broadband Technology Alliance in the state of 
Washington,38 which will train 12,000 individuals and 300 
small businesses in courses ranging from basic computer 
skills to advanced multimedia production, e-commerce and 
online business applications. The training will take place at 
public libraries and other area sites.

 ➤ The Los Angeles Computer Access Network, which received 
$7.5 million to upgrade and expand 188 public computing 
centers that provide free access to broadband Internet.39 

Additional awards are expected as this program continues.

State and Local Efforts
While the federal government has provided important financing  
for Internet adoption efforts, Tribal, state and local govern-
ments are often in the best position to identify barriers and 
circumstances unique to their communities.40

The Minnesota Ultra High-Speed Broadband Task Force final 
report provides an example of a state-level strategy to address 
adoption. Issued in November 2009, the report recommends that 
the state government promote adoption through general out-
reach and education and specific policies directed toward people 
who are not connected to the Internet for financial or other 
socioeconomic reasons.41 To boost broadband adoption and utili-
zation, the report suggested programs to make computers more 
affordable, including creating a clearinghouse of used computers, 
expanding the Minnesota Computers for Schools program and * BTOP and TOP are distinct programs. BTOP was created and funded by the Recovery Act. 
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establishing a support mechanism to provide assistance for the 
cost of monthly broadband service for low-income consumers. 
The plan also suggested that the state explore a variety of part-
nerships to increase adoption and utilization.42

Local leaders can play an important role by building on 
existing social programs and partnering with community orga-
nizations that non-adopters already rely on as trusted sources 
of information.43 They can tailor adoption efforts to address 
language barriers, lack of credit, low basic literacy levels and 
other issues faced by non-adopters.

Cities can also play a role. For instance, the City of Seattle has 
developed a number of initiatives to promote a “technology healthy 
community.” In 2000, the City’s Department of Information 
Technology and the City’s Citizens Telecommunications and 
Technology Advisory Board, with the non-profit Sustainable Seattle, 
launched the Information Technology Indicators project. Through 
this project, the City identified a set of goals for a technology healthy 
community and indicators to track their progress. 44 Using these 
indicators, the city saw its broadband adoption rate grow from 
18% in 2000 to 74% in 2009.45 

Over the past several years, Seattle has taken a number of 
steps to address gaps in access, digital literacy and content. 
The City also has a number of ongoing digital inclusion initia-
tives including: The Bill Wright Technology Matching Fund 
which funds community-driven technology projects; promot-
ing public access terminals in public places; Puget SoundOff, 
a youth-driven online portal to promote civic engagement and 
digital skills46; and, Seniors Training Seniors in Technology, a 
peer education program helping seniors learn basic computer 
and Internet skills.47 

The point is that there is no “one-size-fits-all answer. States 
and municipalities across the country are working on specific 
efforts to increase adoption and utilization of broadband. 
Through local action, coupled with federal support, the US can 
connect people with technology to improve their lives.

Guiding Principles for Broadband Adoption and Utilization
Creating the conditions necessary to promote broadband adop-
tion and increase utilization requires a range of activities. The 
federal government has a role in providing support to people with 
low incomes, ensuring accessibility, funding sustainable commu-
nity efforts, convening key stakeholders and measuring progress. 
Tribal, state and local governments can develop and implement 
specific programs to meet their unique needs. Non-profits and 
philanthropic organizations often work cooperatively with 
government, focusing on issues important in their communities. 
Private industry also has a stake; businesses stand to gain because 
new adopters can become skilled customers and employees.

All stakeholders should work together on broadband adop-
tion issues, guided by a set of consistent principles: 

 ➤ Focus on the barriers to adoption. Successful efforts address 
multiple barriers to adoption simultaneously. They com-
bine financial support with applications and training that 
make broadband connectivity more relevant for non-adopt-
ers. Relevance, in turn, boosts the technology’s perceived 
value and affordability.48

 ➤ Focus on broadband in the home. While libraries and other 
public places are important points of free access  
that help people use online applications, home access is 
critical to maximizing utilization.49 Broadband home ac-
cess can also help rural, low-income, minority and other 
communities overcome other persistent socioeconomic or 
geographic disparities.50

 ➤ Promote connectivity across an entire community. New users 
adopt broadband to stay in touch with others.51 In addi-
tion, people are more likely to adopt and use broadband if 
the people they care about are online52 and if they see how 
broadband can improve their quality of life in key areas 
such as education, health care and employment.53 

 ➤ Promote broadband utilization. Promoting access and adop-
tion are necessary steps, but utilization is the goal. People 
must be able to use broadband to efficiently find informa-
tion or use applications to improve their lives.54 A connec-
tion is just the beginning.

 ➤ Plan for changes in technology. Adoption programs have to 
evolve with technology. Both the trainers and the equip-
ment they use to serve non-adopters must employ up-to-
date technology and applications.

 ➤ Measure and adjust. Measurement and evaluation are criti-
cal to success because they allow programs to make adjust-
ments on an ongoing basis.55

 ➤ Form partnerships across stakeholder groups. Promoting 
adoption requires federal commitment, state, local and 
Tribal action, industry partnership and support from non-
profits and philanthropic organizations. Sustainable broad-
band adoption and use will require efforts from all partners. 

9.2 ADDRESSING 
COST BARRIERS TO 
BROADBAND ADOPTION 
AND UTILIZATION
As mentioned, some 36% of non-adopters cite a financial rea-
son as the main reason they do not have broadband service at 
home. Nearly a quarter cite service-related concerns, while one 
in 10 says that the cost of getting a computer is too high. 



1 7 2    F e d e r a l  c o m m u n i c a t i o n s  c o m m i s s i o n  |  w w w . b r o a d b a n d . g o v

a m e r i c a ’ s  p l a n  c h a p t e r  9

To address this barrier directly, the FCC’s Lifeline and 
Link-Up programs—which focus on support for telephone ser-
vice—should be expanded to include broadband support. 

RECOmmEndATiOn 9.1: the Federal communications 
commission (Fcc) should expand lifeline assistance 
(lifeline) and link-up america (link-up) to make broad-
band more affordable for low-income households.

 ➤ the Fcc and states should require eligible telecommu-
nications carriers (etcs) to permit lifeline customers 
to apply lifeline discounts to any service or package 
that includes basic voice service. 

 ➤ the Fcc should integrate the expanded lifeline and 
link-up programs with other state and local e-govern-
ment efforts. 

 ➤ the Fcc should facilitate pilot programs that will 
produce actionable information to implement the most 
efficient and effective long-term broadband support 
mechanism.

Forty percent of adults with household incomes less than 
$20,000 have broadband at home, compared to 93% with house-
hold incomes greater than $75,000.56 Many people with low 
incomes simply cannot afford the costs associated with having 
a broadband connection at home. To make broadband more af-
fordable and overcome some of the barriers that have kept the 
penetration rate for these households low, the FCC should extend 
low-income universal service support to broadband.

The FCC created Lifeline Assistance and Link-Up 
America in the mid-1980s to ensure that low-income 
Americans could afford traditional local telephone service. 
Lifeline lowers the cost of monthly service for eligible con-
sumers by providing support directly to service providers on 
behalf of consumer households. Link-Up provides a one-
time discount on the initial installation fee for telephone 
service. Enhanced support is available for Tribal lands. The 
programs helped increase low-income telephone subscriber-
ship from 80.1% in 1984 to 89.7% in 2008.57 The FCC expects 
to distribute approximately $1.4 billion in low-income sup-
port during calendar year 2010.58

Approximately 7 million of an estimated 24.5 million 
eligible households (less than 29%) participated in Lifeline in 
2008.59 Statewide participation rates vary dramatically; some 
states have participation rates of more than 75% and others 
have rates less than 10%.60

There are several reasons for this variance across states. 
They include different consumer technology preferences; 
restrictions on consumers’ ability to apply the Lifeline dis-
count to certain types of services; lack of service options; lack 
of information about the program; and differences in funding 

levels, enrollment procedures, eligibility criteria and outreach 
and awareness efforts.61 

While the FCC establishes default eligibility criteria 
for Lifeline and Link-Up, states that provide additional 
state-funded discounts can determine their own eligibility 
requirements.62 Some states, such as Florida, rely on the federal 
default eligibility criteria. Others, like Vermont, use more lib-
eral criteria so that more people are eligible for support. Many 
states allow the discount to be used on any basic voice service— 
including voice service bundled with other services—as well 
as packages that include optional features such as caller ID or 
call waiting. In other states, consumers are limited to specific 
Lifeline-branded service offerings. Finally, some states play 
a more active role in managing eligibility certification, out-
reach and verification, while others leave the burden to service 
providers.

Lifeline discounts apply only to service (not customer prem-
ises equipment) offered by participating ETCs. Each eligible 
household is entitled to a discount on only one voice line, either 
fixed or mobile. 

The FCC and states should require eligible telecommunica-
tions carriers (ETCs) to permit Lifeline customers to apply 
Lifeline discounts to any service or package that includes basic 
voice service. By clarifying that Lifeline consumers can apply 
the current Lifeline discount to any offering that includes 
voice and data service, the FCC and states can help low-income 
consumers benefit from the same discounts provided through 
bundled service offerings that are affordable to wealthier 
households in the United States. Many of these bundled offer-
ings include broadband services. Letting consumers apply their 
Lifeline discounts to bundled offerings will help make broad-
band more affordable. 

Likewise, as low-income support is extended to cover broad-
band, the FCC should ensure that consumers are free to apply 
Lifeline discounts to any service offering or package containing 
a broadband service that meets the standards established by 
the FCC.63 

The FCC should also integrate the expanded Lifeline and 
Link-Up programs with other state and local e-government ef-
forts. Under the current Lifeline program, ETCs are responsible 
for consumer outreach and confirming consumer eligibility. 
Under this model, multiple service providers collect and main-
tain personal consumer information to determine eligibility.64 
Requiring providers to conduct outreach and verify eligibility 
may add to existing disincentives to serving historically under-
served, low-income populations.65 This, in turn, affects consumer 
awareness of and participation in these programs.

State social service agencies should take a more active role 
in consumer outreach and in qualifying eligible end-users. 
Agencies should make Lifeline and Link-Up applications 
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routinely available and should discuss Lifeline and Link-Up 
when they discuss other assistance programs. The FCC should 
continue to develop and provide educational and outreach 
materials for use in these efforts. 

Furthermore, the FCC should encourage state agencies re-
sponsible for Lifeline and Link-Up programs to coordinate with 
other low-income support programs to streamline enrollment for 
benefits. Unified online applications for social services, including 
the low-income programs, and automatic enrollment for Lifeline 
and Link-Up based on other means-tested programs are potential 
examples of such efforts.66 For example, following its introduc-
tion of an automatic enrollment process, the state of Florida has 
seen increased Lifeline participation.67 The FCC should also work 
with the states and providers to clarify obligations and identify 
best practices for outreach, certification and verification of eligi-
bility. As part of these efforts, and in conjunction with Universal 
Service Administrative Company (USAC) reform efforts outlined 
in Chapter 8, the FCC should also consider whether a centralized 
database for online certification and verification is a cost-effec-
tive way to minimize waste, fraud and abuse.

The broadband marketplace is much more complex than the 
traditional world of voice telephony that the existing Lifeline 
program was designed to support. To make broadband more 
affordable, the low-income support program should expand 
provider eligibility to include any broadband provider selected 
by the consumer—be it wired or wireless, fixed or mobile, 
terrestrial or satellite—that meets minimum criteria to be 
established by the FCC.68 Doing so will maximize consumer 
choice and stimulate innovation in serving low-income users.69 

As the FCC designs a Lifeline broadband program, it should 
consider its recent experience with expanding Lifeline to 
non-facilities-based prepaid wireless providers. That change 
substantially increased participation in Lifeline and likely 
made telephone service more available to people who are 
less likely to subscribe to wireline voice services. As noted in 
Chapter 8, increased participation (associated with extend-
ing support to prepaid mobile) is one of the factors that led 
USAC to project a 38% year-over-year increase in low-income 
disbursements for calendar year 2010.70 Extending government 
support to prepaid mobile service has created additional com-
plexities when it comes to eligibility and verification.

To ensure Universal Service Fund (USF) money is used 
efficiently, the FCC should begin the expansion of Lifeline to 
broadband by facilitating pilot programs that will experiment 
with different program design elements. The pilots should de-
termine which parameters most effectively increase adoption 
among low-income consumers by examining the effects of: 

 ➤ Different levels of subsidy and/or minimum-payment re-
quirements for consumers. 

 ➤ A subsidy for installation (equivalent to Link-Up).

 ➤ A subsidy for customer premises equipment (CPE) such as 
aircards, modems and computers. 

 ➤ Alternative strategies for integrating Lifeline into other 
programs to encourage broadband adoption and digital 
literacy. For instance, when signing up for Lifeline, new 
subscribers could be provided with packets of information 
that include sources of refurbished computers and digital 
literacy courses.71 Additionally, they could receive infor-
mation about Lifeline from organizations offering digital 
literacy courses or refurbished computers.

The FCC should also consider the unique needs of residents 
on Tribal lands. 

The FCC should explore ways to conduct the pilots through 
competitive processes that would encourage providers to test 
alternative pricing and marketing strategies aimed at maximiz-
ing adoption in low-income communities.72 Upon completion 
of the pilot programs, the FCC should report to Congress on 
such issues as whether CPE subsidies are a cost-effective way 
to increase adoption. After evaluating the results by looking at 
outputs such as total cost per subscriber, subscriber increases 
and subscriber churn rate, the FCC should begin full-scale 
implementation of a low-income program for broadband. 

RECOmmEndATiOn 9.2: the Fcc should consider free or 
very low-cost wireless broadband as a means to address the 
affordability barrier to adoption.

Another option that can reduce the affordability barrier is the 
use of special spectrum rules as an inducement to provide  
a free (or very low-cost), advertising-supported service. The FCC 
could develop rules for one or more spectrum bands requiring 
licensees to provide a free or very low-cost broadband service tier. 
This service would act as a complement to the Lifeline Program. 

A free broadband service requirement would be similar to 
the way in which America currently provides universal access 
to video services. The FCC provides spectrum for broadcast 
television stations on the condition they offer a free service in 
the public interest. As a result, all Americans have access to a 
free, over-the-air video service: broadcast television, in most 
instances, supported by advertising. Broadcast television pro-
vides all Americans a basic package of news, information and 
other programming. This free service offers fewer channels and 
less choice in programming than paid services offer. Indeed, 
the difference in offerings is so great that despite the financial 
differences between free and $49, which is the average monthly 
price of a multichannel video subscription, more than 86% of 
American households subscribe to a paid service.73 

The FCC could take a similar approach to broadband: license 
spectrum through an auction, conditioned on the offering of a 
free or very low cost broadband service. This free or very-low cost 
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service would provide sufficient connectivity for a basic pack-
age of broadband applications.74 As with broadcast television, 
the consumer would still need to purchase a device that could be 
used to access the service. Depending on the specific details of 
implementation, a free or very low-cost service may be unlikely to 
compete with paid services that offer greater capabilities.

The FCC should consider both the likely costs and benefits 
of this program. If undertaken, many more consumers who 
cannot afford any broadband or Internet service would have 
access to 21st century communications infrastructure—espe-
cially important as public-interest media content, including 
local news and information, is increasingly provided online. 
In addition, upon becoming operational, such a service could 
reduce the assessment of USF contributions needed to support 
a Lifeline broadband service. However, costs of this approach 
would include lower auction revenues (due to the conditions 
placed on use of the spectrum) and the opportunity cost of us-
ing the spectrum for other purposes. 

The FCC would need to ensure that consumers actually 
receive the benefits of the free (or very low-cost) broadband pro-
gram—for example, ensuring that devices tuned to the applicable 
frequency band(s) are widely available at an affordable price 
and acceptable bandwidth levels, and that sufficient capacity is 
reserved for the service. Historically, free advertising-supported 
telecommunications services have not had the same success as 
free over-the-air television services. But they might meet with 
more success if an appropriate business model can be identified. 

Decisions about the use of spectrum for a particular purpose 
should be reached with special attention paid to whether a suit-
able band is available for this purpose. These decisions should 
be reached at the same time that the Lifeline pilot programs  
are launched.

9.3 ADDRESSING 
DIGITAL LITERACY 
BARRIERS TO 
BROADBAND ADOPTION 
AND UTILIZATION
Tasks that experienced users take for granted—using a mouse, 
navigating a website or creating a username and password—can 
be daunting for new or less experienced users of the Internet. 
As described earlier, 22% of non-adopters cite digital literacy 
as their main barrier to broadband adoption. This group 
includes people who are uncomfortable using computers and 

those “worried about all the bad things that can happen if 
[they] use the Internet.”75 

Digital literacy is an evolving concept. Though there is no 
standard definition, digital literacy generally refers to a variety 
of skills associated with using ICT to find, evaluate, create and 
communicate information. It is the sum of the technical skills 
and cognitive skills people employ to use computers to retrieve 
information, interpret what they find and judge the quality of 
that information. It also includes the ability to communicate 
and collaborate using the Internet—through blogs, self-pub-
lished documents and presentations and collaborative social 
networking platforms. Digital literacy has different meanings 
at different stages of a person’s life. A fourth grader does not 
need the same skills or type of instruction as a 45-year-old try-
ing to re-enter the job market. Digital literacy is a necessary life 
skill, much like the ability to read and write. 

The recommendations in this section will help all Americans 
to develop basic digital skills, lowering barriers to broadband 
adoption and utilization. 

RECOmmEndATiOn 9.3: the federal government should 
launch a national digital literacy program that creates a 
digital literacy corps, increases the capacity of digital lit-
eracy partners and creates an online digital literacy portal. 

 ➤ congress should consider providing additional public 
funds to create a digital literacy corps to conduct 
training and outreach in non-adopting communities.

 ➤ congress, the institute of museum and library ser-
vices (imls) and the office of management and bud-
get (omb) should commit to increase the capacity of 
institutions that act as partners in building the digital 
literacy skills of people within local communities.

 ➤ congress should consider providing additional public 
funds to imls to improve connectivity, enhance 
hardware and train personnel of libraries and other 
community-based organizations (cbos).

 ➤ omb consulting with imls should develop guidelines 
to ensure that librarians and cbos have the training 
they need to help patrons use next-generation e-gov-
ernment applications.

 ➤ congress should consider funding an online digital 
literacy portal.

An independent study commissioned by the FCC and con-
ducted by the Social Science Research Council used qualitative 
research techniques to examine broadband adoption and use in 
context, particularly in low-income communities. The report 
draws on focus groups, interviews and group conversations 
with non-adopters, librarians, community organizers, teach-
ers, human service workers, health professionals, AmeriCorps 



a m e r i c a ’ s  p l a n  c h a p t e r  9

F e d e r a l  c o m m u n i c a t i o n s  c o m m i s s i o n  |  n a t i o n a l  b r o a d b a n d  p l a n    1 7 5

volunteers and others involved in supporting digital literacy 
and broadband use in their communities.76 

The report highlights the important role of communities in 
supporting digital literacy: Non-adopters and new users often 
rely on the assistance of others to get online or get one-on-one 
support when they use the Internet. As the FCC Survey and a 
recent survey by the Joint Center for Political and Economic 
Studies found, these are most often family and friends, or 
trusted intermediaries like librarians and social service 
providers.77 Very rarely, however, is it someone’s only job to 
provide technical assistance or training in their community.78

The federal government should ensure that all citizens have 
access to the online and offline resources they need to develop 
basic digital literacy by launching a National Digital Literacy 
Program.79 Such a program would have three closely related 
parts: the creation of a Digital Literacy Corps, a commitment to 
increasing the capacity of local institutions that act as partners 
in building digital literacy and the creation of an Online Digital 
Literacy Portal.

Creating A digital Literacy Corps
Many digital literacy training programs, both in the United 
States and abroad, rely on face-to-face training provided by 
trusted resources within local communities.80 Whether us-
ing intergenerational training that allows youth committed 
to community service to train senior citizens,81 peer-to-peer 
training that enhances connections among seniors or youth82 or 
mentoring models under which skilled college graduates reach 
out to underprivileged citizens,83 these programs have helped 
non-adopters become more comfortable with technology while 
also fostering volunteers’ commitment to community service 
and increasing their confidence. 

Efforts to date have provided valuable lessons; a national 
program can build on these successful models and ensure the 
scale needed to address digital literacy barriers. To address 
this national need, Congress should consider providing ad-
ditional public funding for NTIA to create a Digital Literacy 
Corps. In collaboration with the Corporation for National and 
Community Service (CNCS), NTIA should design and admin-
ister a Corps that builds on recognized best practices for both 
national service and technology learning. 

NTIA and CNCS can explore best-practice models for build-
ing and managing the Corps, leveraging lessons learned from 
existing programs like AmeriCorps, Senior Corps and Learn 
and Serve America. CNCS can also leverage its own experience 
with the digital television transition, during which it made sure 
that AmeriCorps members were in communities across the 
country helping individuals become more comfortable with 
unfamiliar technology. 

CNCS can provide additional lessons on how to build the 

national scale and operational capabilities (including recruit-
ment, training and technical assistance) to support locally 
based efforts to provide face-to-face assistance for individu-
als who need help acquiring digital skills.84 CNCS’s history of 
helping people of all ages who are interested in serving their 
communities while learning valuable life skills will help ensure 
that Corps members receive appropriate training through pro-
grams that rely on best practices to adapt to the needs of each 
community. 

This training should ensure that Corps members gain a suf-
ficient understanding of digital literacy and learn how to teach 
relevant lesson plans. It should also be designed to improve 
Corps members’ own digital literacy skills, as well as other pro-
fessional skills that can enhance future career prospects.  

The Corps should target segments of the population that are 
less likely to have broadband at home, including low-income 
individuals, racial and ethnic minorities, senior citizens, people 
with disabilities, those with lower education levels, people in 
rural communities, those on Tribal lands and people whose 
primary or only language is not English.

Efforts should be made to recruit members with foreign lan-
guage skills who can work in communities where the primary 
language spoken is not English. Research indicates the dearth 
of non-English online content and the lack of comfort with 
English are correlated with low levels of broadband adoption. 
Just 20% of Hispanics who chose to take the FCC survey in 
Spanish have broadband at home. For these non-adopters, per-
ceived irrelevance of broadband and lack of digital skills are the 
primary barriers to adoption.85 One-on-one digital skills train-
ing in a user’s native language with accompanying content can 
begin to alleviate the effects of cultural or linguistic isolation. 

Some Corps members might be based out of urban schools 
where they could work with teachers, staff and administrators 
to create digital literacy lesson plans and integrate digital skills 
into the teaching of other subjects (see Box 9-2). Other members 
might work with broader social service programs to provide digital 
literacy training as part of a workforce development program. Still 
other members could incorporate demonstration projects into 
training activities in rural areas to show the relevance of broad-
band technology to rural non-adopters and to encourage people to 
invest time in digital skills training. 

Corps members will help non-adopters overcome discom-
fort with technology and fears of getting online while also 
helping people become more comfortable with content and ap-
plications that are of immediate and individual relevance. For 
example, Corps members might help people research health 
information, seek employment, manage finances and engage 
with or utilize government services. 

Beyond their service terms, former Corps members 
would bring technology teaching skills back to their own 
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communities, magnifying the impact of the program. As hap-
pens in numerous CNCS programs currently, Corps members 
would build other basic work skills: time management, team 
leadership, planning, contingency management and critical 
thinking. For example, 90% of AmeriCorps members re-
ported learning new skills as part of their service, and, of those 
members, nearly all of those members (91%) said they use 
those skills in their education or career pursuits following the 
program.86

increasing the Capacity of Community Partners
For millions of Americans, libraries and other public comput-
ing centers are important venues for free Internet access. 
Libraries are established institutions where non-adopters 
know they can access the Internet, but community centers, 
employment offices, churches and other social service offices 
play increasingly important roles. Low-income Americans and 
racial and ethnic minorities, in particular, rely on public insti-
tutions and community access centers for Internet access. Over 
half (51%) of African Americans and 43% of Hispanics who use 
the Internet do so at a public library.88

But public computing centers provide more than just free 
access to the Internet. They provide supportive environments 
for reluctant and new users to begin to explore the Internet, 
become comfortable using it and develop the skills needed to 
find, utilize and create content.89 Patrons of these centers over-
whelmingly express the value of the personnel who staff them 
and can offer one-on-one help, training or guidance.90

Researchers from the SSRC have found that community-
based organizations, such as libraries and non-profits, are key 
institutions in underserved and non-adopting communities—
often providing Internet access, training and support services 
even when those activities fall outside their traditional mis-
sions.91 While the challenges and opportunities they face vary, 
these libraries and other community partners are critical to 
improving digital proficiency in communities.92 

The United States has more than 16,000 public libraries, 
99% of which provide free Internet access. Ninety-one percent 
of libraries overall and 97% of libraries serving high-poverty ar-
eas report offering formal training classes in general computer 
skills, and 93% offer classes in general Internet use.93 

However, many libraries lack the computer equipment to 
meet the needs of today’s patrons. Eight in 10 libraries report 
hardware shortages that produce waiting lists during part or 
all of the day. More than 80% of libraries enforce time limits 
on use; 45% of libraries enforce time limits ranging from 31 
minutes to 60 minutes,94 which is not enough time to complete 
many popular and highly useful tasks such as the mathematics 
review course for the General Educational Development (GED) 
tests, which can take up to 150 minutes.95 In addition, other 
CBOs such as community centers, churches and local non-prof-
its lack resources to maintain their own computers, technical 
support and Internet access (see Box 9-3).96

Providing Resources for digital Literacy Partners
Libraries and other CBOs need additional resources to con-
tinue to serve as access points and partners in achieving the 
country’s digital literacy goals. IMLS administers the Library 
Services and Technology Act (LSTA) program which funds the 
long-standing Library Grants to States Program97 and Native 
American Library and Museum Services grants. From 2003 to 
2008, these programs distributed over $800 million in fed-
eral grants to states and territories. Professionals across the 
country credit LSTA with helping libraries improve technology, 
engage the public and establish new models for serving their 
communities. The State Library of Maryland, for example, 
reports that funds distributed through the program have 
“impacted [their] ability to stay on the leading edge of tech-
nology and in the delivery of resources.”98 The recommended 
allocation could enhance connectivity, hardware and personnel 
training at these community anchor institutions.

IMLS should develop guidelines for public access technol-
ogy based on populations served and organization size. These 
guidelines would help libraries and CBOs assess their needs for 
public access workstations, portable devices and bandwidth. 
IMLS should work with these organizations to develop guide-
lines and review them annually to reflect changing technology 
and practices. 

 

A Model for a  
Digital Literacy Corps

In 42 locations across 
the city of Chicago, a group 
of young people is helping 
others unlock the potential 
of information communica-
tion technology. These young 
volunteers, mostly in their 20s, 
are CyberNavigators who, in 
conjunction with librarians 
in the Chicago Public Library 
system, help patrons with 
everything from basic com-
puter instruction to advanced 
computer troubleshooting. 

These young people teach 
classes aimed at the begin-
ning computer user—Internet 

Basics, Mouse Skills and  
Introduction to e-mail—to  
support adults trying to enter 
the workforce after an ex-
tended absence. For example, 
CyberNavigators work with job 
seekers to update their résu-
més, set up e-mail accounts, 
post résumés online and e-
mail potential employers.

The CyberNavigators pro-
vide one-on-one instruction, 
at times roaming the library 
to help users as necessary. 
Many speak a language other 
than English, enabling them to 
better assist a broader group 
of residents.87 

BOX 9-2:
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After public access technology guidelines are developed, 
Congress should consider providing additional public funds to 
expand organizational training and capacity—with a matching 
requirement and minimum percentage set aside for orga-
nizations other than libraries. These funds would enhance 
connectivity, hardware and personnel training at libraries and 
other public access points and shorten the wait for broadband 
access at those sites.

Training the Personnel of digital Literacy Partners
As government services increasingly go online, libraries  
shoulder responsibility for helping people learn how to use 
these online services.99 Eighty percent of libraries report that 
they help patrons use e-government applications. However, 
some librarians say they have been overwhelmed by patrons 
seeking help with government services and online programs, 
including applications for digital television converter box  
coupons, Federal Emergency Management Agency forms fol-
lowing Hurricane Katrina and Medicare Part D paperwork. 
These librarians also say that they did not receive suitable 
training or information from the agencies that provided the 
e-government solutions.100

OMB should consider developing guidelines to help federal 
agencies develop e-government services that take into account 
the role of public libraries and CBOs as delivery points. OMB 

should consult with IMLS to develop the guidelines. Agencies 
should work with IMLS to develop online tutorials for using 
government websites and toolkits for librarians who help pa-
trons use online government services. 

Creating an Online digital Literacy Portal
Every American should have access to free, age-appropriate 
content that imparts digital skills. This content should be 
available in a user’s native language and should meet the ac-
cessibility requirements applicable to federal agencies under 
Section 508 of the Rehabilitation Act. 

To achieve this, the Federal Trade Commission (FTC), 
FCC, U.S. Department of Education and NTIA should launch 
an Online Digital Literacy Portal. Congress should consider 
providing public funds to support this effort, and these agen-
cies should partner with the technology industry and education 
sector to approve or create high-quality online lessons that 
users can access and use at their own pace. The collaboration 
between the agencies and non-government partners should 
be similar to the efforts that have produced the online safety 
resources available through OnGuardOnline.gov.101 Offline re-
sources will be important complements to this online content. 
They should be made available for printing or ordering and 
distributed by libraries, CBOs and other organizations. 

This collaborative model has been successful in pro-
grams such as the U.S. Department of Housing and Urban 
Development (HUD) Community Outreach Partnerships 
Program, which brings institutions of higher education and com-
munity partners together to revitalize communities. Historically 
Black Colleges and Universities (HBCUs), Hispanic-Serving 
Institutions Assisting Communities (HSIACs) and Tribal 
Colleges and Universities (TCUs) serve critical roles educating 
members of minority communities in the United States.102 In 
addition to their educational missions, through the Community 
Outreach Partnerships Program, these organizations provide 
links to community employment assistance, child care, health 
care information, fair housing assistance, job training, youth 
programs and other services. As crucial community institu-
tions and trusted sources of information, HBCUs, HSIACs and 
TCUs could also serve as offline ambassadors to promote digital 
literacy and other national digital priorities. 

Executive Branch agencies such as HUD and NTIA should 
also use existing relationships—for example, with Neighborhood 
Networks and Public Computing Center grant recipients—to distrib-
ute outreach materials associated with the Online Digital Literacy 
Portal. E-rate recipients should also be encouraged to promote the 
portal. Chapter 11 details how recipients of E-rate funds could use 
their facilities to allow community members to build digital literacy 
skills through after-hours access to school computing labs. 

The Online Digital Literacy portal should be evaluated after 

 

Community-Based 
Organizations as Trusted 
Resources for Digital Literacy

The Centro Cultural serves 
as a link between the digital 
world and the rural community 
of Moorhead, Minn. A com-
munity center with a public 
computer lab, the Centro 
connects community members 
with online resources—such as 
jobs, scholarships and online 
civic engagement opportuni-
ties—that directly affect their 
lives. The staff has demon-
strated success in reaching out 
to low-income, high-risk youth 
about the opportunities that 
exist on the Internet. 

Owing to its popularity 
and the diverse populations it 
serves, the Centro has expe-
rienced higher than expected 

demand. During the last year, 
it has seen an increase in its 
electricity bills and expenses 
for maintaining equipment 
and has had to hire a full-time 
employee to run the lab. In 
working with refugees and 
recent immigrant youth, the 
Centro Cultural has found that 
it is difficult to provide all of 
the resources needed to make 
their broadband experience 
meaningful. For example, 
keyboards become a bar-
rier when users do not speak 
English. Centro staff members 
have recognized that access-
ing the Internet in an environ-
ment that is multicultural and 
multilingual creates a more 
meaningful experience for 
users of diverse cultural and 
linguistic backgrounds.

BOX 9-3:
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two years to assess its impact. The evaluation should consider, 
among other metrics, the total number of individuals accessing 
the portal, the number of individuals from specific target popu-
lations accessing the portal and the effectiveness of different 
offline resources in promoting the portal. 

9.4 ADDRESSING 
RELEVANCE BARRIERS 
TO BROADBAND 
ADOPTION AND 
UTILIZATION
As mentioned, 19% of non-adopters say they do not think 
digital content delivered over broadband is compelling enough 
to justify getting broadband service.103 Many Americans may 
not feel broadband can help them achieve specific purposes and 
do not view online resources as helpful to their lives.104 Others 
seem satisfied with offline alternatives. These respondents 
say, for example, that the Internet is a “waste of time.”105 The 
country has a unique opportunity to spur adoption by making 
broadband content relevant to these non-adopters.

Many federal agencies, from HUD to the Social Security 
Administration (SSA), already administer programs that 
support disconnected Americans, including people with low in-
comes and senior citizens. These agencies can serve as advisers 
and channels for outreach, training and information to link the 
populations they serve with the digital world.

This effort will require more than federal action. The fed-
eral government should support the public-private partnership 
model to implement these programs at the local level; private, 
non-profit and community-based entities should work together 
to draw people online, particularly those that under adopt. Using 
targeted, culturally relevant messaging and trusted community 
intermediaries, these groups should work together to inform their 
communities about the tangible benefits of broadband.

Finally, while the recommendations in this section focus pri-
marily on boosting adoption of fixed Internet at home or at public 
access points, this plan recognizes that Internet use on handheld 
devices may be a gateway for home broadband adoption. Further 
investigation into consumer use of wireless devices is necessary. 

RECOmmEndATiOn 9.4: the national telecommunications 
and information administration (ntia) should explore the 
potential for public-private partnerships to improve broad-
band adoption by working with other federal agencies. 

NTIA should consider supporting public-private part-
nerships of hardware manufacturers, software companies, 
broadband service providers and digital literacy training 
partners to improve broadband adoption and utilization by 
working with federal agencies already serving non-adopting 
communities. Congress should consider providing additional 
public funds, or NTIA should use existing funds to support 
these partnerships. 

Getting people online and connected to technology means 
engaging non-adopters where they are. Low-income and other 
vulnerable populations—groups that make up a disproportionate 
share of non-adopters of broadband—may already receive govern-
ment services or participate in ongoing public programs. To bring 
non-adopters online, these agencies should integrate broadband 
connectivity into their goals, services and operations (see Box 9-4).

These partnerships would support the communities hit 
hardest by poverty. Participants would be eligible to receive dis-
counted technology products, reduced-priced service offerings, 
basic digital literacy training and ongoing support. In addition, 
these partnerships would offer customized training, applica-
tions and tools. Government agencies could facilitate and help 
qualify participants to receive technology products and inspire 
people to use the Internet. Agencies could advise industry and 
non-profit partners how to make broadband service important 
to people’s lives, while simultaneously making agency operations 
more efficient. 

For example, a public-private partnership program specifi-
cally targeting people living in HUD-subsidized housing could 
reach more than nine million low-income people including 
nearly four million school-aged children, more than 1.4 million 
older Americans and nearly one million households headed by 
people with disabilities.106 HUD households, including those on 
Tribal lands, are often located in areas of concentrated poverty 
with limited educational and employment opportunities.107 

While families with school-age children generally have 
higher-than-average levels of broadband adoption, families 
with annual income less than $20,000, such as the ones living 
in HUD housing, are less likely than higher-earning families to 
have broadband service in the home.108 Children from low-in-
come families that cannot afford broadband devices or services 
are at a disadvantage relative to their connected peers. Recent 
surveys have found that 71% of teens say the Internet has been 
the primary source for recent school projects; 65% of teens go 
online at home to complete Internet-related homework.109 

Similar partnerships, working with SSA, could benefit the 
seven million children and adults with disabilities who receive 
Supplemental Security Income (SSI) under the program run by 
the SSA to provide financial assistance to these Americans.110 
Like HUD, SSA programs would combine contributions from 
private and non-profit partners to create and fund broad 
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solutions that open the way for SSI recipients to receive a simi-
lar package of discounted hardware and broadband service, as 
well as access to relevant software, training and applications. 

Initially, HUD, SSA, the U.S. Department of Education and 
the U.S. Department of Agriculture are high-impact agencies 
for partnership programs to target. But interactions with other 
agencies could provide future opportunities for partnerships to 
reach non-adopters. 

RECOmmEndATiOn 9.5: public and private partners should 
prioritize efforts to increase the relevance of broadband 
for older americans. 

The broadband adoption rate for Americans over the age of 65 
is 35%—well below the national average. The average age of peo-
ple who identify relevance as their main barrier to getting online is 
61.111 The lag in broadband adoption is particularly acute for older 
African Americans and Hispanics. Just 21% of African American 
senior citizens and 23% of Hispanic seniors have broadband. This 
means that roughly 1.2 million African American and Hispanic 
seniors do not have broadband at home.112 

While cost and lack of comfort with technology are almost 
certainly impediments to older Americans adopting broadband, 
data indicate that relevance is an issue as well. Experience has 
shown that older Americans will adopt broadband at home 
when exposed to its immediate, practical benefits and after 
receiving focused, hands-on training (see Box 9-5).113

 The FCC should work with the National Institute on Aging 
(NIA) to conduct a survey of older Americans to more clearly 
identify barriers to their adoption of broadband technol-
ogy. The survey should particularly focus on relevance and 
skills. Service providers, other federal agencies and non-profit 
agencies that serve as trusted information sources can work 
together to develop government initiatives, broadband service 
offerings, online tools and content that give people a reason 
to be online, a low-cost way to do it and an easy way to do the 
things they need to do. 

In addition, the FCC and NIA should work together to iden-
tify how to best target adoption programs to older Americans. 
These programs should address the social infrastructure that 
supports adoption, including family members and others 
who care for older Americans, and organizations that serve 
as trusted sources of information. This work should focus on 
incorporating the needs of older Americans into the imple-
mentation of other recommendations in this section, such 
as the National Digital Literacy Program, the Best Practices 
Clearinghouse and any programs to improve broadband afford-
ability for low-income populations. 

One way to increase the relevance of broadband for older 
Americans is to highlight how broadband can improve their ac-
cess to health care information and services. Broadband enables 
telemedicine solutions like videoconferencing and remote 
monitoring, which allow for better health management, lower 
health care costs and effective aging-in-place programs (see 
Chapter 10). Numerous initiatives, led by partnerships among 

 BOX 9-4:

Using Broadband to Create 
Stronger Communities in 
Washington, D.C.

Engaging people where they 
live has already proven to be a 
successful program model, as 
demonstrated by the example of 
Edgewood Terrace, a mixed-in-
come housing complex in north-
east Washington, D.C. Through 
a joint effort, the Community 
Preservation and Development 
Corporation, HUD and the U.S. 
Department of Commerce’s 
TOP initiative developed a 
strategy to create a stronger 
community using broadband.

Each of Edgewood Terrace’s 
792 residences is wired for 

broadband. But connections 
are only one part of the overall 
strategy for this community. 
Edgewood Terrace’s 2,400 net-
work-registered residents use 
subsidized devices to connect 
to the Internet and to a specially 
tailored intranet known as the 
EdgeNet. The EdgeNet gives res-
idents free e-mail accounts and 
access to an online forum which 
residents use to exchange com-
munity information and news. 
Community empowerment staff 
members have worked with resi-
dents to create training classes 
on community issues.

Beyond the walls of the 
housing complex, project 

partners use broadband to 
connect residents with social 
services, counseling, financial 
and educational resources. The 
community operates learning 
centers where residents take 
instructional classes. In one 
course, the Career and Skills En-
hancement Program, students 
receive information technology 
(IT) training, skills training and 
assistance using the Internet to 
search for jobs. Other courses 
focus on career preparation and 
building digital skills (for youth) 
or health IT (for seniors).

Edgewood Terrace residents 
and the community have experi-
enced direct benefits as a result 

of these harmonized efforts. 
School attendance is up, gradu-
ates of IT skills training courses 
have seen an increase in their 
average incomes and communi-
ty residents report feeling more 
engaged. Community members 
are using broadband as a tool  
to accomplish shared goals  
and create a more involved 
neighborhood.

The example of Edgewood 
Terrace makes clear that using 
existing agency channels and 
relationships to incorporate 
broadband into people’s lives 
can have a transformative 
impact on traditionally under-
served communities. 
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the medical community, the private sector and the academic 
and research community, are underway.114 

In addition, the private sector, in collaboration with non-
profits that serve older Americans, could launch a competition to 
invite development of applications that enhance the social ben-
efits of broadband for older Americans. Social networking tools 
can help older adults to reconnect, to stay connected with others 
or to expand their social network to people they could never have 
met in person without traveling.115 Research shows that social 
networking can help prevent depression116 and provide informa-
tion resources, feedback and support.117 Despite these benefits, 
older adults rarely use popular social networking websites such as 
Facebook and MySpace,118 which were designed for younger, more 
tech-savvy users. A competition to encourage the development of 
“entry-level” social networking applications for older Americans 
could induce innovators to direct their attention to the needs of 
this community and encourage older Americans to adopt other 
broadband applications in the future.

RECOmmEndATiOn 9.6: the federal government should ex-
plore the potential of mobile broadband access as a gateway 
to inclusion.

Although home broadband adoption (of wireline or fixed 
wireless technology) is lower for African Americans and 
Hispanics, these groups are relatively heavier users of mobile 
Internet. Although African Americans and Hispanics are as 
likely as other demographic groups to own a cell phone (86% 
do), they are more likely to have ever accessed the Internet on 
a mobile handheld device.119 This handheld access may or may 
not be high-speed; it is difficult to determine in a survey wheth-
er participants’ access occurs over 3G networks. Research also 

indicates that handheld online access is often a supplementary 
access path rather than a substitute.120 

As broadband technology and devices continue to evolve, 
mobile broadband applications may become important gate-
ways to broadband.121 The FCC should conduct an in-depth 
examination of consumer mobile use with particular focus on 
Americans with lower broadband adoption rates—low-income 
households, people with lower education levels, seniors, non-
English speakers and rural Americans. Any study should also 
consider mobile use among racial and ethnic minorities that 
tend to have higher than average use of the mobile Internet. 

The results of the study will give developers, community 
leaders and private industry insight into potential opportunities 
to use mobile Internet to support individuals and communities. 

RECOmmEndATiOn 9.7: the private sector and non-profit 
community should partner to conduct a national outreach 
and awareness campaign. 

How people perceive the Internet shapes how they use it. 
People with strong concerns about potential hazards online 
reported engaging in a narrower range of activities online than 
users without those worries.122 For broadband to be beneficial 
to their lives, consumers need to be aware of both the benefits 
of broadband as a means for solving everyday problems and of 
ways to manage potential hazards. While digital literacy train-
ing supports this goal, it is important to explicitly demonstrate 
the relevance of broadband to people’s lives in order to create 
comfort and familiarity with technology in communities.123

Leading media, broadband providers and other technol-
ogy companies should partner with national non-profits with 
strong ties to underserved communities to conduct a nation-
wide outreach and awareness campaign.124 

The campaign should specifically target key segments of 
non-adopters such as the elderly, low-income Americans, ethnic 
and racial minorities and rural Americans. Its messaging should 
communicate to audiences and their families, in a culturally 
relevant way, why broadband matters.125 The campaign’s media 
strategy should include public service announcements and local 
broadcast messages, but should also focus on printed materi-
als and other resources for local media outreach. In addition to 
creating targeted, culturally relevant outreach information and 
materials, the campaign should make media and other resourc-
es available in multiple languages so that they are accessible by 
non-adopters whose primary or only language is not English.

Although the federal government may not directly coordinate 
the campaign, the FCC and other actors from federal, Tribal, 
state and local government should work with the partnership to 
ensure that existing government outreach efforts communicate 
consistent messages (when possible). The FCC’s Consumer 
Advisory Committee should also monitor the campaign and 

 

A Web Portal for Senior 
Citizens

The Brooklyn, N.Y., non-
profit Older Adults Technology 
Services (OATS) encourages 
older adults to use informa-
tion technology to enhance 
their quality of life. In addition 
to specially targeted training 
methods and device support, 
OATS has developed a model 
to engage older adults with 
information technology by  
aggregating useful, trustwor-
thy information. 

SeniorPlanet is a Web 
portal for older adults. It 

promotes health, wellness and 
quality-of-life improvements. 
Developed by OATS in 2006, 
SeniorPlanet is a grassroots 
digital community seeded 
with trusted resources and 
improved by users. The site 
includes a forum for resource 
exchanges, an events calen-
dar and user-created blogs. 
Through SeniorPlanet, a 
person can register to attend a 
seminar on Internet safety, ask 
a technology question, create 
and share content or find infor-
mation about legal services in 
the New York area.

BOX 9-5:
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report back to the FCC on the campaign’s effectiveness and 
private sector’s level of engagement with the campaign.

9.5 ADDRESSING ISSUES 
OF ACCESSIBILITY FOR 
BROADBAND ADOPTION 
AND UTILIZATION 
Broadband-enabled applications create unique opportunities 
for people with disabilities. To allow Americans with dis-
abilities to experience the benefits of broadband, hardware, 
software, services and digital content must be accessible and 
assistive technologies must be affordable. 

In order to achieve this goal, the federal government must 
become a model for accessibility. Further, the federal gov-
ernment must promote innovative and affordable solutions 
to ensure that people with disabilities have equal access to 
communications services and that they do not bear dispropor-
tionate costs to obtain that access. 

RECOmmEndATiOn 9.8: the executive branch should con-
vene a broadband accessibility working group (bawg) to 
maximize broadband adoption by people with disabilities.

The Executive Branch should convene a working group to 
coordinate federal efforts to maximize broadband adoption by 
people with disabilities. The BAWG also should work to make 
the federal government itself a model of accessibility. Members 
of the BAWG would bring together representatives from the 
Executive Branch including the departments of Agriculture, 
Commerce, Defense, Education, Health and Human Services, 
Justice, Labor and Veterans Affairs; the Access Board; the FCC; 
the FTC; the General Services Administration; the National 
Council on Disability and the National Science Foundation.

The BAWG would take on several important tasks:
 ➤ Ensure the federal government complies with Section 508 

of the Rehabilitation Act.126 Under Section 508 of the Re-
habilitation Act, federal agencies must “develop, procure, 
maintain and use” electronic and information technologies 
that are accessible to people with disabilities—unless doing 
so would cause an “undue burden.”127 The record indicates 
that the government’s efforts with respect to procurement 
and website accessibility need improvement.128 Section 508 
requires the U.S. Office of the Attorney General to submit 
a biennial report to the President and Congress providing 
information on agency compliance and making recom-
mendations.129 The Attorney General prepared an interim 

report in 2000; prospectively, the Attorney General should 
carry out his statutory duty of submitting a biennial report 
to the President and Congress providing information on 
agency compliance with Section 508 and making recom-
mendations.130 The BAWG should work with the Executive 
Branch to conduct an ongoing and public assessment of the 
degree to which agencies are complying with Section 508. 
The BAWG should also survey federal agencies to deter-
mine how they could apply Section 508 requirements to 
grant recipients and licensees. 

 ➤ Coordinate policies and develop funding priorities across 
agencies. The BAWG should work to identify and modify 
program restrictions that prevent new and efficient tech-
nologies from being funded.131 It also should explore 
whether any public funding should be used for the develop-
ment and operation of new software enhancements that 
could support a network-based delivery system for assistive 
technologies to allow users to “call up interface features or 
adaptations that they need anytime, anywhere and on any 
device that they encounter.”132 

 ➤ Prepare a report on the state of broadband accessibility in 
the United States within a year after the BAWG is created 
and biennially thereafter. This report should consider 
broadband adoption, barriers and usage among people with 
disabilities and incorporate the results from questions 
included in FCC surveys conducted pursuant to the Broad-
band Data Improvement Act.133 It should also analyze the 
root causes of the relatively low broadband adoption rate 
by people with disabilities and make specific recommenda-
tions to address these problems.

RECOmmEndATiOn 9.9: the Fcc should establish an ac-
cessibility and innovation Forum. 

The Accessibility and Innovation Forum could allow 
manufacturers, service providers, assistive technology com-
panies, third-party application developers, government 
representatives and others to learn from consumers about 
their needs, to share best practices and to demonstrate new 
products, applications and assistive technologies. The forum 
could hold workshops to share and discuss breakthroughs by 
technologists, engineers, researchers and others that promote 
accessibility. The Chairman of the FCC, in conjunction with 
the forum, could also present an annual Accessibility and 
Innovation Award recognizing innovations by industry, small 
business, individuals and public-private partnerships that 
have made the greatest contribution to advancing broadband 
accessibility. The forum could have an ongoing web presence 
to allow participants to share information about public and 
private accessibility efforts and discuss accessibility barriers 
and inaccessible products.
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RECOmmEndATiOn 9.10: congress, the Fcc and the u.s. 
department of Justice (doJ) should modernize accessibil-
ity laws, rules and related subsidy programs.

Accessibility laws, regulations and subsidy programs should 
be updated to cover Internet Protocol (IP)-based communica-
tions and video-programming technologies.134 To do so: 

 ➤ The FCC should ensure services and equipment are acces-
sible to people with disabilities. The FCC should extend its 
Section 255 rules135 to require providers of advanced ser-
vices136 and manufacturers of end-user equipment, network 
equipment and software used for advanced services to make 
their products accessible to people with disabilities.137 Fur-
ther, the FCC should extend its Hearing Aid Compatibility 
rules to all devices that provide voice communications via 
a built-in speaker and are typically held to the ear, to the 
extent that it is technologically feasible.138 Finally, the FCC 
should open a proceeding to implement a standard for reli-
able and interoperable real-time text any time that Voice 
over Internet Protocol is available and supported.139

 ➤ The federal government should ensure the accessibility of 
digital content. The DOJ should amend its regulations to 
clarify the obligations of commercial establishments under 
Title III of the Americans with Disabilities Act140 with 
respect to commercial websites. The FCC should open a 
proceeding on the accessibility of video programming dis-
tributed over the Internet, the devices used to display such 
programming and related user interfaces, video program-
ming guides and menus.141 Congress should consider clarify-
ing the FCC’s authority to adopt video description rules.142

 ➤ The FCC should materially support assistive technologies 
to make broadband more usable for people with disabili-
ties. Congress should consider authorizing the FCC to use 
Universal Service Funds to provide assistive technologies 
that would enable individuals who are deaf or blind to 
access broadband services (up to $10 million per year)143 
and to provide funding for competitive awards to be given 
to developers of innovative devices, components, software 
applications or other assistive technologies that promote 
access to broadband (up to $10 million per year). As part of 
its ongoing reform efforts,144 the FCC should issue a Notice 
of Proposed Rulemaking on whether to establish separate 
subsidy programs to fund broadband services and assistive 
technologies under the Telecommunications Relay Services 
(TRS) program.145 The FCC should also determine whether 
additional Internet Protocol-enabled TRS services, such as 
Video Assisted Speech-to-Speech Service,146 could benefit 
people with disabilities. 

9.6 EXPANDING 
FEDERAL SUPPORT FOR 
REGIONAL BROADBAND 
CAPACITY-BUILDING, 
PROGRAM EVALUATION 
AND ShARING OF BEST 
PRACTICES
Over the past decade several Tribal, state and local govern-
ments have developed broadband adoption and deployment 
strategies. The federal government has an important role in 
supporting these complementary state and local efforts and 
encouraging the “partnership of the public and private sectors 
in the continued growth of broadband services and information 
technology for residents and businesses.”147 

Building sustainable efforts to support Tribal, state and local 
initiatives requires sufficient financial, technical and infor-
mation resources. The federal government can bolster these 
efforts by providing additional funding for regional capacity-
building and by investing in program evaluation, identification 
of best practices and facilitation of information sharing among 
stakeholders across the country.148 

RECOmmEndATiOn 9.11: Federal support should be ex-
panded for regional capacity-building efforts aimed at 
improving broadband deployment and adoption.

Many states have shown leadership by developing digital in-
clusion policies and programs. For example, California, Georgia, 
Illinois, Kentucky, Maine, Massachusetts, Minnesota and New 
York have created broadband offices. These offices are building 
state-level plans, supporting local programs and leading broad-
band initiatives aligned with the states’ economic development, 
education and health care goals. The federal government can 
use these strong state programs to achieve national broadband 
objectives by relying on states to be local advocates for national 
programs that boost awareness about broadband and ICT.

Some state programs have taken advantage of unique fund-
ing opportunities. California, for example, imposed merger 
conditions on telecommunications providers to establish the 
California Emerging Technology Fund, which helps fund local 
efforts to bring broadband to unserved and underserved com-
munities within the state.149 However, not all states have been 
able to develop and consistently fund state-level programs. 
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Additional federal support of state efforts can encourage state 
and local initiatives.

In 2008, the Broadband Data Improvement Act (BDIA) 
recognized this opportunity.150 BDIA established a state grant 
program, eventually funded by the Recovery Act, to begin to 
ensure all residents and businesses had affordable access to 
broadband and to promote state efforts to improve technology 
literacy, computer ownership and broadband use.151

Initial grants allocated a per-state maximum of $500,000 
over the course of five years for strategic planning; many states 
have used these grants to create state broadband task forces 
or hire dedicated broadband staff.152 States can use additional 
funding to continue the work begun under these initial plan-
ning grants and establish state and local adoption programs 
envisioned by the legislation.

NTIA should provide additional funding to support ongo-
ing grants aligned with Section 106 of BDIA. The Recovery 
Act made $350 million available to NTIA to fund the state 
data-gathering and development goals set in BDIA. NTIA has 
currently assigned only a portion of these funds; the remainder 
should be obligated to state-level organizations in 2010. To 
ensure long-term sustainable efforts, states that have desig-
nated an outside entity should be encouraged to include state 
agency oversight of the planning. These state-level organiza-
tions should:*

 ➤ Complete strategic planning based on gap analysis of broad-
band availability, adoption and the existing capacity of local 
support organizations.153 

 ➤ Establish programs to improve computer ownership and 
Internet access in unserved and underserved areas.154

 ➤ Provide technical expertise to local institutions, non-profits 
and governments to develop deployment and adoption-
related initiatives.155

 ➤ Work with the private sector to create public-private 
partnerships to access infrastructure, technical expertise, 
training and program funding.

 ➤ Accelerate broadband application usage in key areas like 
government, education and health care.156

 ➤ Gather state and local benchmark data to determine pro-
gram success over time.157

 ➤ Coordinate and enhance volunteer and non-profit pro-
grams that provide digital literacy and small business 
broadband training.158

If Congress makes additional funding available under 
BDIA, it should consider amending BDIA to make Tribes 
eligible to receive funding. In addition, if BDIA is amended, 
Congress should consider allowing NTIA to require that new 

state funding award recipients re-grant a portion of their total 
award to local and regional broadband programs. Congress also 
should consider allowing local, community and non-profit enti-
ties to apply independently for this new funding in the event 
that any state, territory or the District of Columbia fails to 
designate an eligible entity.

RECOmmEndATiOn 9.12: congress and federal agencies 
should promote third-party evaluation of future broadband 
adoption programs.

Better measurement is widely recognized as necessary for un-
derstanding the costs, benefits and efficiency of different adoption 
programs. But little progress has been made.159 More systematic 
evaluation is required to make the most of the federal govern-
ment’s broadband investment.160 Most adoption programs spend 
their money on program activities, rather than measuring results. 
This is an understandable choice in the short run. But in the long 
run it has left the country with a limited understanding of what 
works and what does not.161 The government needs to invest in 
detailed evaluations of how adoption programs actually influence 
broadband adoption and use. Such evaluations should also assess 
the impact of adoption programs on educational achievement and 
literacy as well as cost effectiveness. 

Future federal appropriations for broadband adoption should 
include specific requirements and funding for third-party 
evaluation and assessment. Each grant should include funding 
for program evaluation, with additional funding to conduct in-
depth assessments and longitudinal program assessment. 

Program evaluation should not use a single methodology 
or type of data collection; evaluations will differ depending 
on project type and intended outcomes. But evaluations must 
provide a clear framework against which programs can be mea-
sured. They should define what makes a person a broadband 
“adopter” and track costs per incremental adopter. Further, 
evaluation should be a basic part of planning a project and 
adjusting that project when necessary. Evaluations should be 
designed to track progress and results at the program level, the 
organizational level and the community level. Longitudinal as-
sessments should sample outcomes across program types. 

RECOmmEndATiOn 9.13: ntia should establish a national 
broadband clearinghouse to promote best practices and 
information sharing. 

In addition to detailed evaluation, practitioners, including 
the federal government, need better information sharing. A 
National Broadband Clearinghouse would promote best practic-
es and collaboration among those involved in programs aimed at 
boosting broadband adoption and utilization. NTIA should work 
with the FCC, Tribal, state and local governments, regulators, 
CBOs and the private sector to create, maintain and market a *Each of the following is consistent with the uses outlined by BDIA.
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nationally recognized online clearinghouse for best practices. It 
should serve as a resource for all parties involved in establishing 
broadband services—providers, Tribal, state and local govern-
ments and non-profits. NTIA should establish standards for 
managing the clearinghouse’s online information. NTIA should 
also provide the clearinghouse with relevant content, includ-
ing results and data collected during an evaluation of its own 
programs. States and other entities receiving federal broadband 
funding from NTIA would be expected to contribute content.

As part of the clearinghouse, NTIA should create a National 
Broadband Data Warehouse to serve as a central repository 
for broadband consumer data that exist across government 
agencies. NTIA’s BTOP program rightly places strict reporting 
requirements on grant recipients in order to gather important 
performance data. To make the most of these data, they should be 
included in the warehouse. To the extent possible, the warehouse 
should provide data in standard and interoperable formats. 

Those managing the clearinghouse should conduct outreach 
efforts and promote the online clearinghouse and its services. 
They also should encourage community members and broad-
band users to submit and update information that could be 
shared online and to develop a review system to ensure the 
content’s quality and usefulness. If necessary, Congress should 
consider providing additional public funds to support develop-
ment and management of the clearinghouse and a program of 
regional outreach, events and field-based data collection.

 

9.7 COORDINATING 
WITh TRIBES ON 
BROADBAND ISSUES 
Developing and executing a plan to ensure that Tribal lands have 
broadband access and that Tribal communities utilize broad-
band services requires regular and meaningful consultation with 
Tribes on a government-to-government basis, as well as coordi-
nation across multiple federal departments and agencies. 

To facilitate effective Tribal consultation and streamline co-
ordination across federal entities on broadband-related issues, 
the following changes are recommended:

RECOmmEndATiOn 9.14: the executive branch, the Fcc 
and congress should consider making changes to ensure 
effective coordination and consultation with tribes on 
broadband related issues.

 ➤ the executive branch should establish a Federal-tribal 
broadband initiative through which the federal govern-
ment can coordinate both internally and directly with 

tribal governments on broadband-related policies, pro-
grams and initiatives.

 ➤ the Fcc should increase its commitment to govern-
ment-to-government coordination with tribal leaders.

 ➤ congress and the Fcc should consider increasing 
tribal representation in telecommunications planning. 

 ➤ Federal agencies should facilitate tribal access to 
broadband funding opportunities.

 ➤ the Fcc and congress should support technical train-
ing and development on tribal lands.

 ➤ the federal government should improve the quality of 
data on broadband in tribal lands. 

Government-to-Government Coordination and Consultation 
Tribal governments must interact with multiple federal agen-
cies and departments on a wide range of programs. Because 
broadband is a critical input to the achievement of goals in 
many areas, including education, health care, public safety and 
economic development, the federal government should estab-
lish a Federal-Tribal Broadband Initiative to coordinate both 
internally and directly with Tribal governments on broadband-
related policies, programs and initiatives. The initiative will 
include elected Tribal leaders or their appointees and officials 
from relevant federal departments and agencies.

The FCC should create an FCC-Tribal Broadband Task Force 
consisting of senior FCC staff and elected Tribal leaders or their 
appointees to carry out its commitment to promoting govern-
ment-to-government relations.162 The task force will assist in 
developing and executing an FCC consultation policy, ensure 
that Tribal concerns are considered in all proceedings related 
to broadband and develop additional recommendations for 
promoting broadband deployment and adoption on Tribal lands. 
The FCC should also create an FCC Office of Tribal Affairs to 
consult regularly with Tribal leaders, to develop and drive a 
Tribal agenda in coordination with other FCC bureaus and of-
fices and to manage the FCC-Tribal Broadband Task Force. 

Further, the Secretary of Agriculture should complete the 
department’s ongoing consultation process with Tribes and im-
plement provisions of the 2008 Farm Bill relating to substantially 
underserved trust areas for all broadband funding programs.163

In addition, Congress should consider amending the 
Communications Act to establish a Tribal seat on the USF 
Joint Board. The FCC should establish a Tribal seat on the 
USAC Board of Directors.

Technical Training for Tribes
Congress should consider additional annual funding for the 
FCC to expand the Indian Telecommunications Initiatives’ 
Tribal workshops and roundtables to include sessions on 
education, technical support and assistance with broadband 



a m e r i c a ’ s  p l a n  c h a p t e r  9

F e d e r a l  c o m m u n i c a t i o n s  c o m m i s s i o n  |  n a t i o n a l  b r o a d b a n d  p l a n    1 8 5

initiatives.164 In order to help Tribes acquire technical knowl-
edge and expertise, Congress should also consider additional 
annual funding to allow Tribal representatives to participate in 
FCC University training programs at no cost.

improving data on Tribal Lands
The FCC should identify methods for collecting and report-
ing broadband information that is specific to Tribal lands, 
working with Tribes to ensure that any information collected 
is accurate and useful. In the interim, the FCC should imme-
diately coordinate discussions between broadband providers 

and Tribal governments to develop a process for Tribes to 
receive information about services on Tribal lands. In addition, 
NTIA should provide BDIA planning and mapping grantees 
with guidance on how to work with Tribes to obtain data about 
Tribal lands, and ensure that Tribal governments have the 
opportunity to review mapping data about Tribal lands and 
offer supplemental data or corrections.165 Congress should also 
consider allowing NTIA to provide separate grants to Tribes or 
their designees for any purpose permitted under the BDIA, in-
cluding future planning and mapping projects on Tribal lands.
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