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FCC Solicits Applications to Fund 
Low-Income Broadband Adoption Pilots 
 
A Connected Nation Policy Brief 
May 8, 2012 
 

On April 30, 2012, the Federal Communications Commission (FCC) released a Public Notice that 
established a $25 million Lifeline Broadband Adoption Pilot program, described application requirements, 
data collection policies, and provided significant guidance as to application content. Any provider that is an 
“eligible telecommunications carrier” (ETC) is eligible to apply for these funds.  The application deadline is July 2, 
2012. 

The FCC is looking for creative ideas to spur broadband adoption among low-income households. Connected 
Nation research indicates that only 38% of low-income households have adopted broadband. For many such 
households, the cost of service or a computer, as well as a lack of digital skills, are by far the main barriers to 
adoption.   

The FCC Public Notice specifically calls upon applicants to work with State Broadband Initiative grantees and 
other existing non-profits as part of this pilot program. Since the FCC first announced its intention to fund 
broadband adoption pilots in February, Connected Nation and its subsidiaries have hosted dozens of webinars 
and briefings with state stakeholders to inform them of this historic opportunity. The FCC has stated that a key 
strategic goal of its Lifeline program will be broadband adoption, and this $25 million pilot will lay the 
foundation for a more fundamental shift of this $2.1 billion per year program.   

This Policy Brief summarizes the salient parts of the Public Notice and the application process. The FCC has 
scheduled a webinar on the application process and program design for May 14, 2012, from 2-4 pm EDT. As 
always, please feel free to contact us if you have any questions. 

 
What is the goal of the Pilot? 

The Public Notice states the “primary goal of the Pilot Program is to gather high-quality data that will help 
identify effective approaches to increasing broadband adoption and retention by low-income consumers.” 
The FCC has authorized $25 million in funding, which will be distributed over an 18-month period, beginning in 
the Fall of 2012 and continuing through 2013. 

Pilot Program funds can be used to fund non-recurring charges and up to 12 months of subsidies for broadband 
service, “either through bundles of voice and broadband services or as standalone broadband,” provided to low 
income households that meet current Lifeline program eligibility requirements. The FCC has deliberately not 
specified “how much” funding it would provide on a per-subscriber or per-applicant basis. Instead, applicants 
are encouraged to experiment with and propose different subsidy levels and ideas. 

Indeed, the FCC intends to fund a number of different discount levels and outreach initiatives. The FCC says that 
it will “select a diverse array of projects testing broadband adoption in different geographic areas (e.g., rural, 
urban, Tribal lands), using different technologies (e.g., fixed, mobile), and testing different variations of 
broadband service and discount plans.”  This is consistent with the pilot and experimental nature of the 
program. 
 

How do these goals affect applications? 

Stated simply, the experimental nature of the Pilot Program opens the door to creative ideas. There is no 
provider or idea that is “too small,” and no requirements of any type of technology. For example, the FCC may 
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fund a program that discounts bundled service by $20/month in one community 
and in a similar community fund a program that discounts an identical bundle 
from a different provider by $40/month. Similarly, the FCC may fund a program 
that offers $10/month off the service price that comes with a deeply-
discounted PC and compare that to a program that offers no PC but has a 
higher service price discount.  As indicated in the Order, the Bureau will give 
preference to ETCs that partner with third parties that have already developed holistic 
approaches to overcoming broadband adoption barriers. With this in mind, ETCs could 
leverage existing partner resources to develop creative programs that efficiently address multiple 
barriers to adoption. 

The Public Notice states that the FCC “will strongly favor pilot projects designed as field experiments that 
implement standard best practices common among field experiments.” The FCC notes that applications should 
provide “a detailed description of the experimental design and other experimental protocols used” in the 
proposed project, and whether the application includes control groups with varying offers (such as discount, 
speeds, usage limits, or digital literacy training). 
 

Who is eligible to apply? 

An applicant must be an ETC that is certified to provide voice service in the geographic area in which it seeks to 
participate in the Pilot Program. However, Tribally-owned or controlled entities may submit a proposal even if 
they are not an ETC, provided that they have an ETC application pending at the time they apply for the Pilot 
Program. Such Tribal entities must obtain ETC designation before receiving any funding. The FCC has stated that 
it will fund at least one pilot in a Tribal area. 

The Public Notice encourages these applicants to partner with “third-party organizations working to increase 
broadband adoption.” 
 

What services must be offered? 

Given the field experiment nature of the Pilot, the FCC has not specified any minimum speed or particular 
technology for the pilot. The only requirement for broadband service is that the applicant certify that the 
broadband service offered “will provide sufficiently low latency to enable use of real-time applications such as 
Voice over Internet Protocol (VoIP) and if there are usage limits for each plan, that they are reasonably 
comparable to usage limits for comparable broadband offerings in urban areas.” 

The Public Notice expressly states several times that pilots may offer different speed and usage limits to 
participants, to see how adoption and use varies with these options.  In particular, the Public Notice states: 
“Pilot projects may also vary in other dimensions of the broadband service, including speed and usage limits.” 

The FCC will subsidize non-recurring connection costs and up to 12 months of connectivity for qualifying low-
income consumers. The FCC has deliberately not established a minimum or maximum level for this subsidy, 
noting that “discount plans tested in the pilot projects may include variations in the amount of the discount, the 
length of time the discount is applied, and whether the discount amount is applied to recurring or non-recurring 
charges.” 

The eligibility and qualification criteria are the same as for the standard Lifeline voice program.  Reimbursement 
will occur monthly, with a process similar to the standard Lifeline voice program. 
 

How will data be collected and tracked? 

Because the purpose of the Pilot is to gather and collect data on how best to promote broadband adoption by 
low-income consumers, the Pilot will require robust data collection. Specifically, the Public Notice details the 
subscriber data that applicants must collect and share. The Universal Service Administrative Company (USAC) 
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will be tasked with collecting data from ETCs on subscriber demographics and 
broadband usage, pursuant to a uniform form that is included in the Public 
Notice.  That form must be completed by all subscribers participating in the 
Pilot Program. Applicants may collect this data themselves and submit to 
USAC, or the Applicant may choose to have USAC survey customers directly 
through an electronic online survey. This data is to be collected at least twice during 
the course of the Pilot. 

Including digital literacy training and computer device sales into a pilot program provides the 
ETC with the ability to ensure that this subscriber questionnaire be completed electronically and on-
line, at relatively low cost. Even if the ETC has USAC do the data collection, the ETC still must obtain 
consent from all program participants for that data to be shared.  As a result, having this “touch point” with 
participating consumers through a digital literacy training program may be beneficial. 
 

Application Requirements  

The Public Notice lists a number of components that must be in every application: 

1. Specific Program Information, including 

- A  description of the ETC and the geographic location of the proposed Pilot, 
- The technology or technologies that will be used in the Pilot,  
- Offered speeds, including service caps if applicable, 
- Amount of the monthly discount the ETC is seeking, 
- Amount of non-recurring fee discount,  
- A “detailed explanation of how the proposed pilot project will focus on those low-income 

consumers who do not currently subscribe to broadband,” and  
- The proposed overall funding amount. 

2. Specific Marketing and Outreach Plans 

3. A “detailed explanation” of how the project “will address barriers to broadband adoption other than 
cost.” The Public Notice specifically asks applicants to say whether the project “will provide digital 
literacy training” and whether the project “will provide free or discounted hardware, including 
aircards, modems, laptops (notebooks), tablets, desktops, or other mobile devices” to subscribers. 

4. A description of third-party partners, “including whether they have existing or planned adoption 
efforts that provide for a more holistic approach to overcoming broadband adoption barriers, 
including digital literacy, equipment costs, and relevance,” and 

5. Details on program design, data gathering, and program evaluation. 

Applications are due July 2.  Applications must be complete when filed. 
 

Working with Connected Nation 

Since the release of the original Order outlining the Pilot’s objectives, Connected Nation has conducted multiple 
briefings with the broadband provider community to help inform them of the opportunity and has met with FCC 
staff to understand the Pilot program.  Now that the Public Notice is available, Connected Nation is poised to 
support potential applications as they prepare their applications and implement the Pilot.  In particular, 
Connected Nation offers to leverage our existing digital literacy and discount computer programs to 
complement Pilot applications.  Such partnerships will ensure maximum impact of federal funding to help bridge 
the digital divide across vulnerable communities.   


