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August 25, 2026 

By ECFS 

Marlene Dortch, Secretary 
Federal Communications Commission 
45 L Street, NE 
Washington, DC 20554 

RE: Written Ex Parte Presentation; WC Docket No. 11-42 

Dear Secretary Dortch: 
 

Today, the National Lifeline Association (NaLA) released its enclosed 2026 Annual 
Subscriber Survey, based on 83,370 responses across 20 questions.  The survey measures how 
enrollees use the federal Lifeline program, what they can afford, and what access they had 
before enrolling.  This survey is especially relevant as the Commission looks to reform the 
Lifeline program.1  The results are clear: low-income Americans rely on the Lifeline program to 
stay connected. 
 
The survey’s key findings include the following: 

 
● Lifeline Provides Connectivity Needed to Improve Outcomes.2  Approximately two-

thirds (65.6%) of subscribers have used their Lifeline service for healthcare services, 
including telehealth appointments by phone or video, as well as for ordering 
medication.  Thirty-seven percent (37%) of subscribers have used the service for 
employment, such as working from home, applying for jobs, and checking shifts.  Thirty 

 
1  See Lifeline and Link Up Reform and Modernization et. al., WC Docket No. 11-42 et al., Notice 
of Proposed Rulemaking, FCC 26-8 (Feb. 23, 2026); Comments of the National Lifeline 
Association, WC Docket No. 11-42 et. al. (May 4, 2026); Reply Comments of the National 
Lifeline Association, WC Docket No. 11-42 et. al. (June 2, 2026). 
2  See 2026 Annual Subscriber Survey, 11. 
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percent (30%) of subscribers have used the service for educational purposes, such as 
children's homework, online classes, and training courses.  Finally, eighty-one percent 
(81%) of subscribers have used their Lifeline service to stay connected to family and 
friends. 
 

● Affordability Remains the Biggest Barrier to Sustainable Monthly Service.  Ninety-six 
percent (96%) of subscribers reported they cannot afford any monthly service fee.3  
Eighty-five percent (85%) reported they could not pay the full undiscounted price and 
would lose service without the Lifeline benefit.4  Among subscribers who lack home 
internet, forty-four percent (44%) identified the monthly bill as the primary reason, the 
most frequently cited barrier, ahead of both availability and awareness.5 
  

● Lifeline Is the Reason Households Get and Stay Connected.  Forty-three percent (43%) 
of subscribers had no means of accessing the internet before enrolling in Lifeline.6  Sixty 
percent (60%) of respondents are unemployed or disabled.7  For this population, Lifeline 
is both the why they are connected and the how they will remain connected. 
 

● Current Lifeline Support Amounts Do Not Support Full Access to the Internet.  Sixty-
nine percent (69%) of subscribers report limiting their data use every month to avoid 
exhausting their allotment.8  According to the survey, the current benefit level supports 
incremental use but not the sustained connectivity needed for full access to telehealth, 
employment search, remote work, and coursework.9 
 

● Mobility is Important.  Ninety-one percent (91%) of subscribers prefer mobile wireless 
service with hotspot capability over fixed broadband.10  Given the share of this 

 
3  See id., 12. 
4  See id., 13. 
5  See id., 17. 
6  See id., 14. 
7  See id., 19. 
8  See id., 16. 
9  See id., 15. 
10  See id., 9. 
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population that is transient or without stable housing, mobility is a functional 
requirement rather than a preference. 

 
Pursuant to Section 1.1206(b) of the Commission’s rule, this letter is being filed 

electronically.11 
 

Respectfully submitted, 
 
 
John J. Heitmann 
Joshua Guyan 
Nelson Mullins Riley & Scarborough LLP 
101 Constitution Ave., NW, Suite 900 
Washington, DC 20001 
 
Counsel to the National Lifeline Association 

 
Enclosure 

 
11  47 C.F.R. § 1.1206(b). 



2026 Annual
Subscriber Survey
Understanding the needs, challenges, and experiences of

Lifeline subscribers across America.

83,370
TOTAL RESPONSES

20
QUESTIONS ANALYZED

2026
SURVEY YEAR

N A L A L I F E L I N E .O RG C O N F I D E N T I A L

K E Y  F I N D I N G S



| 2 0 2 6  A N N UA L  S U B S C R I B E R  S U R V E Y Key Findings

Survey at a Glance
83,370 Lifeline subscribers responded to this annual survey across 20 questions covering service needs, financial access, demographics, and digital access.

72%
say all Lifeline services — talk, text, and data — are equally
important

96%
cannot afford to pay any monthly fee for Lifeline service

43%
had no access to the internet before enrolling in Lifeline

91%
prefer mobile wireless with hotspot over fixed broadband

69%
actively ration their data to avoid running out each month

80%
report making less than $20,000 annually

N A L A L I F E L I N E .O RG 2 / 23
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Highlights for Policy Makers 

Q 4

In the past year, what have you used your Lifeline service for?

81% used Lifeline to connect with family and friends

81% 66% 54% 49% 37% 30%

Family &
friends

Healthcare Gov. services Community Work Education

n = 83,375

Q 6

If you did not have your Lifeline service, what would happen?

85% could not afford the full undiscounted price for service

85%

Can't pay full price

11%

Some months only

4%

Can pay full price

n = 79,775

Q 7

How did you access the internet before enrolling in Lifeline?

43% had no access to the internet before enrolling in Lifeline

No access at all 43.5% Library / public Wi-Fi 38%

Family / friend's 34.1% Low-cost plan 9.9%

Workplace 5.7% Other 4.1%

*multi-select, shown proportionally

n = 79,775

N A L A L I F E L I N E .O RG 3 / 23
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Highlights for Policy Makers 

Q 9

Do you limit your data use to make sure you don't run out?

69% actively ration their data every single month

No 18% Yes 69%

Unlimited plan 12.58%

n = 79,775

Q 2

Which type of Lifeline service best meets the broadband, internet access, and data needs of your household?

91% say mobile best meets the broadband, internet access, and data needs of their household

90.83% 9.17%

Mobile wireless, including hotspot Fixed service (cable, fiber, DSL)

n = 83,374

N A L A L I F E L I N E .O RG 4 / 23
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Key Takeaways for Policy Makers

Lifeline is a lifeline — literally
96% of subscribers cannot afford any monthly fee, and 85% would lose service entirely

without the discount. For most enrollees, there is no alternative.

Digital exclusion was the default before enrollment
43% had zero internet access before Lifeline. The program is the primary — and often only —

on-ramp to connectivity for nearly half of all subscribers.

Current benefit levels leave subscribers in scarcity
69% actively ration data every single month to avoid running out. Subscribers are managing

a benefit shortage and not accessing the internet freely.

Mobile access allows for enhanced connectivity
91% say mobile best meets the broadband, internet access, and data needs of their

household.

Lifeline provides connectivity needed to improve outcomes
66% use their Lifeline service for healthcare, 37% used the service for employment, 30% for educational purposes, and 81% use it to stay connected to family and friends.

N A L A L I F E L I N E .O RG 5 / 23
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Conclusions

Lifeline functions as essential broadband infrastructure
With 96% unable to afford any monthly fee and 85% who would lose service entirely without the discount, Lifeline is the foundational layer of digital access — not optional assistance.

The digital divide is structural, not incidental
43% had zero internet access before Lifeline and 60% are unemployed or disabled. Lifeline is the primary policy instrument bridging that gap.

Benefit levels fall short of real-world data demands
69% ration data monthly and 37% don't know how much they need. The current benefit level enables incremental access, but not the sustained connectivity required for healthcare, work, and

education.

Mobile solutions meet consumer preferences and are a necessity
91% prefer mobile wireless with hotspot over fixed broadband. For a population that is disproportionately homeless or transient, being mobile is a necessity, and policy must reflect that reality.

N A L A L I F E L I N E .O RG 6 / 23
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Q 1

What is the single most important part of the Lifeline service you

receive? (choose one)

72%
say all parts of Lifeline are equally important to them

n = 83,375 responses

All equally important 72.3%

Making & receiving calls (Talk) 18.1%

Using the internet (Data) 5.3%

Sending & receiving texts (Text) 4.3%

N A L A L I F E L I N E .O RG 8 / 23
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Q 2

Which type of Lifeline service best meets the broadband,

internet access, and data needs of your household? (choose one)

91%
prefer mobile wireless service with hotspot capability

n = 83,374 responses

Mobile wireless service, including
hotspot capability

90.8%

Fixed service, including cable, fiber, and
DSL

9.2%

N A L A L I F E L I N E .O RG 9 / 23
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Q 3

How did you first hear about the Lifeline program?

Lifeline service providers are a key driver of Lifeline program
awareness

n = 83,369 responses

Through a government advertisement
or website

26.3%

Through a family member or friend 21.9%

From my Lifeline service provider 21.6%

From a case worker or social services
provider

16.1%

Other (please specify) 7%

From a healthcare provider 5.1%

At a school or library 2%

N A L A L I F E L I N E .O RG 10 / 23
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Q 4

In the past year, what have you used your Lifeline service for?

(choose all that apply)

81%
used Lifeline to connect with family and friends

66%
used Lifeline to connect to healthcare

n = 83,375 responses

Multiple responses allowed — percentages exceed 100%

Connect with family and friends 81.0%

Healthcare 65.6%

Government services 54.1%

Community 49.1%

Work 37.3%

Education 30.1%

N A L A L I F E L I N E .O RG 11 / 23
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Q 5

I cannot afford to pay any monthly fee for my Lifeline service.

96%
of subscribers cannot afford any monthly service fee

n = 79,775 responses

Agree 96%

Disagree 4%

N A L A L I F E L I N E .O RG 12 / 23

Affordable internet access and lifeline is important to me

because I am disabled and I receive a monthly allotment

from the government on a fixed income and I don't have

enough money every month for Wi-Fi phone or using the

Internet.

"
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Q 6

If you did not have your Lifeline discounted or free service, what

would happen? (choose one)

85%
could not afford the full undiscounted price for service

n = 79,784 responses

Could not pay full price every month 84.7%

Could only pay some months 12.0%

Could pay full price 3.4%

N A L A L I F E L I N E .O RG 13 / 23
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Q 7

Before you had Lifeline, how did you access the internet? (choose

all that apply)

43%
had no access to the internet before enrolling in Lifeline

n = 79,784 responses

Multiple responses allowed — percentages exceed 100%

No internet access at all 43.5%

Library or public Wi-Fi 38.0%

Family/friend's internet access 34.0%

Low-cost internet plan 9.9%

At my workplace 5.7%

Other 4.1%

N A L A L I F E L I N E .O RG 14 / 23
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Q 8

How much data/internet service is enough each month to ensure

your family can access online services?

37%
are unsure — 28% say they need 20 GBs or more monthly

n = 79,775 responses

I am not sure 37%

20 GBs or more 28%

10 GBs 14%

4.5 GBs 9%

6 GBs 9%

2 GBs 3%

N A L A L I F E L I N E .O RG 15 / 23
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Q 9

Do you limit your data use during the month to make sure you

don't run out? (choose one)

69%
limit their data use to make sure they don't run out

n = 79,784 responses

Yes 69.4%

No 18.0%

My plan has unlimited data 12.6%

N A L A L I F E L I N E .O RG 16 / 23
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Q 1 0

If you do not have high-speed internet at home, why not? (choose all that apply)

Monthly bill too expensive 44.0%

Mobile data is enough 27.3%

Cost of computer too high 24.8%

Prefer mobile device 21.6%

Some other reason 18.7%

Privacy / security concerns 9.8%

Can't get internet here 6.3%

n = 76,885 responses

Q 1 1

Which of the reasons below is the most important reason you do not have home internet? (choose one)

Monthly bill too expensive 38.6%

Mobile data is enough 17.5%

Some other reason 15.6%

Prefer mobile device 8.0%

Cost of computer too high 7.6%

Can't get internet here 2.6%

Unpaid bills to ISP 2.4%

n = 76,886 responses

Affordability is the primary reason why Lifeline subscribers do not have home/fixed internet service

N A L A L I F E L I N E .O RG 17 / 23
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Q 1 2

What is your total yearly household income? (choose one)

80%
earn $20,000 or less annually

58%
earn $10,000 or less annually

n = 72,036 responses

I do not have an income 33.8%

Less than $10,000 24.9%

$10,000 – $19,999 21.4%

$20,000 – $29,999 6.5%

$30,000 – $39,999 2.0%

$40,000 or more 0.7%

N A L A L I F E L I N E .O RG 18 / 23
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Q 1 3

Are you currently employed?

60%
are not employed due to unemployment or disability

n = 72,036 responses

No – Unemployed 31%

No – Disabled 29%

No – Retired 14%

Yes – Part Time 9%

Prefer not to say 6%

Yes – Full Time 4%

No – Student 3%

Other 4%

N A L A L I F E L I N E .O RG 19 / 23

Because I don't have any income at all and I'm homeless so

I can't afford to get a phone and service on my own thats

why I'm so grateful for the Lifeline government free phone

service that they have available to people that is struggling

like me Thank you all so much!! God bless.

"
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Q 1 4

Do you currently have a checking or savings account?

No 53%

Yes 47%

53%
do not have a checking or savings account

n = 72,036 responses

Q 1 5

Do you currently have a credit card (not including EBT or debit cards)?

No 73%

Yes 27%

73%
do not have a credit card

n = 72,036 responses

N A L A L I F E L I N E .O RG 20 / 23
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Q 1 6

How would you describe your household's housing status?

45%
live in temporary housing or are unhoused

n = 72,036 responses

Permanent housing 54%

Temporary housing (shelters, hotels,
relatives' or friends' houses)

28%

Unhoused or homeless 18%

N A L A L I F E L I N E .O RG 21 / 23

Without it I'm cutoff from the world more than I already

am. As a homeless Veteran I've tried to keep my phone line

going but I spend so much extra being homeless you can't

buy in bulk so pay more for single serving size and bleeds

over to every aspect of life. I spent my life as a Marine and

then in Aerospace to defend my country and this how I end

up. Thank God for lifeline it's the only thing that keeps me

connected...

"
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Q 1 7

How would you describe the area in which you currently live?

Urban 43%

Rural 33%

Suburban 24%

33%
identify as living in rural areas

n = 72,036 responses

Q 1 8

How many people reside in your household?

1 44%

2 21%

3 13%

5 or more 14%

4 9%

55%
of Lifeline households are multi-member households

n = 72,036 responses

N A L A L I F E L I N E .O RG 22 / 23
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Q 1 9

Which of the following best describes your race/ethnicity?

White 36%

Hispanic or Latinx 22%

Black or African American 18%

Prefer not to answer 10%

Asian 5%

Native American or Alaskan Native 4%

Multiracial or Biracial 4%

A race/ethnicity not listed here 1%

Native Hawaiian or Other Pacific Islander 1%

Lifeline serves a highly diverse racial and ethnic population

n = 72,036 responses

Q 2 0

Which age range do you belong to?

Above 60 years old 32%

50 – 59 21%

40 – 49 19%

30 – 39 15%

Prefer not to answer 5%

24 – 29 5%

18 – 23 4%

53%
of subscribers are 50 years old or above

n = 72,036 responses

N A L A L I F E L I N E .O RG 23 / 23


