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EXECUTIVE
SUMMARY

The end of the Affordable Connectivity Program (ACP) created costs and tensions
for beneficiaries that went beyond their losing the $30-per-month service subsidy.

In a series of in-depth interviews from the Benton Institute for Broadband & Society
and conducted by SSRS, Inc,, participants lamented the program’s end while also
expressing frustration with increased monthly internet costs and a dearth of low-cost
options in the market.

Participants in the interviews were members of low-income households that had used
the ACP benefit to help defray monthly service costs. They were well attuned to societal
changes that have made at-home internet service essential. These changes were

not just about the pandemic but also included changes in their

children’s educational experiences and how people interact with

health care providers. This made the ACP a real aid to manage a

tight household budget in the midst of having to do more things

online. When the ACP program ended, the question for most

people was not whether to keep service but how to keep it while

juggling other household needs.

The "how” of keeping service typically meant downgrading
service to a more affordable plan. This created additional
challenges. Downgraded plans meant slower service, with the
end result that not everyone in the household could be online
at the same time. Homework might unfold in shifts to take into
account multiple students or a parent needing to work at home.
Telehealth sessions might stall or drop.

The “how” of maintaining a home connection also meant coping with higher monthly
service costs once the ACP expired—especially in the face of limited service choices.
Those households had to absorb the costs (sometimes through taking on part-time work
such as DoorDash delivery or housecleaning) or cut back elsewhere. Some, faced with
no viable options, had to endure higher internet bills to have service that met their needs.

The costs of the ACP’s expiration were not just financial; the program’s end also
created new burdens on the day-to-day management of the household. There was
the expenditure of time to decide how to ration access, such as which child should



do homework first in light of slow service. There were search costs involved in
looking for the appropriate service plan, finding the right side “gig” to pay the bill, or
deciding what to cut in the household budget to maintain service.

This adds up to being a tax on former ACP recipients’ time—and that is a particularly
burdensome kind of tax for low-income people. Behavioral economists have labeled
this a “bandwidth tax” that increases the cognitive load on low-income individuals. The
need to manage day-to-day scarcity consumes people’s attention, which can lead to
errors in decision-making in other realms of people’s lives.!' Having to think about how
to manage getting by might crowd out thoughtful consideration of allocating time to
things that might improve their economic standing, such as job training. The cruel irony
is that having reliable internet service has the real potential to lessen the “bandwidth
tax”—making the ACP’s end far more than just a financial penalty.?

Not everyone was successful in managing the post-ACP environment. Some could not
pay monthly internet bills, experienced episodic service disconnection, and endured
significant periods of time without home internet service. Other households struggling
to pay the internet bill had to deal with late-payment fees on top of a higher monthly
fee that resulted from the ACP’s demise. For them, it was a vicious cycle of enduring
higher costs to cope with higher internet service bills.
A more subtle—but very real—consequence of having the ACP
A very real
consequence of

was the sense of inclusion fostered by high-quality internet
service that the ACP helped provide. As one participant put

having the ACP it: “When we were on it [the ACP], we felt almost normal.”
was the sense of Beneficiaries acquired a sense of assurance that they could
inclusion fostered carry out daily online activities without a hitch. The ACP gave
by high-quality them a break from contending with second-class internet
internet service. service in a world that expects first-rate, seamless connectivity.

Unsurprisingly, former ACP beneficiaries hope policymakers

will bring the ACP back or, at least, ensure that there are
quality low-cost plans that can meet their needs. As this research shows, low-income
households are willing to take on the task of looking for the right service plan for
them if it is available to them. They are also willing to pay the out-of-pocket monthly
costs for service. But they wish that policymakers would meet them part of the
way there with affordable internet plans. Access to high-quality, affordable internet
service would better allow them to fully participate in society—impacting how their
children are educated, how they acquire skills for the workforce, and how they
interact with health care providers.



MISALIGNMENTS
BETWEEN
AFFORDABILITY and
NEW COMMUNICATIONS
SERVICES

A disconnect between the introduction of a new technology and the anticipated
pace of mass adoption is not uncommon. Often that misalignment is rooted in

what is affordable for the general population. The earliest days of communications
technology in the United States exhibited the inventors’ optimism that new
technology would spread quickly to all economic strata. At the turn of the 20th
century, Alexander Graham Bell declared that the cost of service would fall to a
point at which “the poorest man cannot afford to be without telephone service.” This
was at a time (1896) when monthly service cost was $20 and the average worker’s

monthly income was $38.50.3

Yet the enthusiasm of the inventor ran soon enough into the practical realities of

the adoption of new technologies. Not only did it take time for Americans to widely
embrace the telephone, but affordability of service also proved a challenge for many
households, particularly during the Great Depression. That period saw a decrease in
telephone subscriptions in the face of severe economic hardship and a limited social

safety net.*

The societal value of widespread connectivity was clearly evident, which served

as the foundation for the universal service policies that aimed to enable it. The
principles of universal service for communications are more than a century old.

The understanding that the market for these services would function better with
universality, along with the recognition that government might set some rules in the

market to foster it, was the core of the universal service compact.®

The COVID-19 pandemic shined a new spotlight on that compact and, for a

time, seemed to breathe new life into it. Not everyone was online at a time when
everyone had to be online. Government stepped in, with important partnerships
with philanthropy and the private sector. The Emergency Broadband Benefit (EBB),



which preceded the Affordable Connectivity Program, offered $50 monthly service
subsidies initially, a figure that later dropped to $30 for the ACP. The subsidy
programs worked, as evidence shows their impact on helping low-income Americans
get online and stay online, with rural Americans especially benefiting from cheaper
monthly internet bills.* The ACP ended in June 2024.

What happens when the compact changes suddenly? The demise of the ACP offers a
chance to examine how low-income Americans cope with a significant change in the
cost of monthly internet service plans. This report assesses consumers’ perspectives
through in-depth interviews with individuals from ACP-enrolled households that lost
the service subsidy upon the program’s end. Former ACP-enrolled households had
reactions that fell into three categories:

1. Frustration over lack of choice in service providers that limited their
ability to find budget-friendly alternatives once their ACP subsidies ended.
There is a sense that society is effectively telling people they must have
service, yet does not give them adequate service options that are both
affordable and of sufficient quality.

2. Contending with lower quality of service that was the result of having to
switch to a different plan. This has limited students’ ability to do homework
and caused problems in carrying out telehealth visits for patients with
limited mobility.

3. Cutting back on other expenditures as part of a difficult balancing act
to maintain connectivity. This includes forgoing visits to the doctor or
picking up side jobs to keep internet service on at home. The balancing act
is precarious and not always successful, as the ACP’s end has led to service
disconnections for some.



WHAT the DATA
SAYS ABOUT
the ACP’s IMPACTS

A 2024 Benton Institute survey shed light on what low-income respondents thought
would happen when the ACP subsidy went away. The survey was conducted in April
2024, shortly before the subsidy program expired. By the time the program came

to an end, 23 million households had enrolled in it. The survey sample focused on
households with annual incomes below $50,000; one-quarter (26 percent) said they
had enrolled in the ACP. Half of ACP households said losing the $30-per-month ACP
subsidy would cause them to either downgrade to a cheaper plan (36 percent) or
cut off service entirely (13 percent).” With half of ACP survey respondents reporting
significant behavior changes in light of the program’s end, it is no surprise that
interviews show how the ACP’s end created significant disruptions for home internet
connectivity.

The ACP also conferred clear benefits to society beyond increasing broadband
adoption. Several different studies demonstrate this, with one showing that the ACP
subsidy returned $2 in benefit for every $1 spent on the subsidy, yielding $16.2 billion
in annual benefits.2 Another analysis showed that for health care alone, the ACP

created between $28.9 billion and $29.5 billion in annual savings.®

Finally, the ACP increased internet adoption nationally by 2.9 percentage points in
2023, an impact that was much larger for rural residents. In addition to boosting
subscriptions, the ACP also helped keep the “subscription vulnerable” online.’® This
is a term that captures the reality that having broadband service at home can be
episodic for some low-income households. Tight household budgets or unexpected
changes in income may mean they occasionally go without internet service. As

the discussion to follow shows, a number of interview participants experienced
subscription vulnerability once the ACP subsidy ended.



WHO WE TALKED TO

Interview participants consisted of people who responded to Benton’s 2024 survey
that asked about the ACP and other issues pertaining to the affordability of service.
The discussions unfolded in two waves, with Wave 1 occurring in the fall of 2024 and
Wave 2 in late winter (February) of 2025. Some 25 people participated in Wave 1and
were asked if they could also be interviewed in Wave 2; 20 of the Wave 1 participants
joined for Wave 2. Interviews occurred at different points in time to gain an
understanding of how people adapted to the ACP’s termination as they responded
to higher home internet bills, both in terms of changes in internet service plans and
secondary impacts on household budgets.

As ACP-eligible households, all potential participants were from lower-income
households, and those who agreed to take part in the interviews were generally
very low-income. Over half had household incomes of $25,000 per year or less.
Participants were somewhat more likely to be rural than the general population, and
about half lost internet service at home for at least some period of time after the
ACP’s demise.



IT’S HARD to COPE
with CHANGE with
LIMITED CHOICE

Most interviewees lamented that their internet service costs increased, but, as

is often the case for low-income households, many devoted time and energy to
managing such challenges. For these households, lack of choice for internet service
where they lived stymied their efforts. This concern was notable especially for rural
respondents, although not limited to them.

Especially being in the area that we’re in, there isn’t many options as far as internet, so
we’re kind of just stuck. And my bill has more than doubled since it [ACP] ended.

| don’t really have a choice. | live in an apartment building where | don’t have any
choice about what my internet provider is.

| have had to remain with Spectrum because there’s really no other options. And
the only other option is like half the speed that we’re on right now for about as
much as I'm already paying for Spectrum. But Spectrum has continued to climb. |
went from $57 to $90-something. It was almost $100. Now it’s $110 a month.

| called my internet provider and tried to see if there were any cheaper internet
plans. The one plan that we found was about $50 more than what | would have
been paying with the ACP. And | mean, | just didn’t have any choice but to get it.

Limited choice means the actions households took in response to the ACP’s end may
on the surface seem puzzling. Some households did nothing and simply endured

a higher cost. Others switched to a more expensive plan. From this, some might
conclude that the ACP had very little to do with the decision to have home internet
connectivity and was mainly a pandemic-era relief bonus. But the need to cope with
higher costs was a function of lack of choice of low-cost alternatives in the market.
And, of course, some households were unable to deal with higher costs. Some
disconnected service. As one respondent said:

| actually canceled the plan shortly after, because | couldn’t afford it anymore. Ever
since then, we’ve been using our hotspot on our phones, which ramped up pretty
quickly. So, then we have really laggy internet now...”




WHEN the INTERNET
Isn’t as FAST as BEFORE,
BEHAVIOR CHANGES

A finding that came across clearly was that post-ACP changes that downgraded
service plans made it harder for a household to do everything online that members
wanted to. When, for instance, kids had to be online to do schoolwork, others in the
household had to refrain from using the internet—otherwise the connection was not
good enough to accommodate the schoolwork. In some cases, there were work-
at-home versus schoolwork trade-offs. The internet connection could not support
adults’ work tasks at home and children’s schoolwork at the same time. The process
was not unlike allocating online time two decades ago when dial-up internet access
was a prevalent online pathway in the United States.

It’s put me at a disadvantage with my job and me working and
the money that I’'m able to bring in because I’'m not able to do a
lot of things that | need to do if my kids have schoolwork. So it
really put us at a disadvantage.

... hot as many people can be on at the same time. So like everybody needs to be
off the phones and everything when the kids bring their laptops home because
otherwise they can’t get enough good enough connection.

So she can’t be doing her online like learning stuff. If we are trying to look up a
recipe or download a movie or stream something as a family, it’s just kind of ... We
got to kind of pick and choose.

Whenever there’s a lot of people on it at one time, it starts to act very, very slow. |
have to go on our internet app and remove some of our devices so that the internet

can be used without it stuttering.

It is worth underscoring how the ACP’s end affected households with children in
school. The need for households who lost ACP subsidies to downgrade service
created the need for workarounds that would likely boggle the minds of those in
middle-class families.
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It has really put my kids at a distinct disadvantage as far as their
education. They can’t be all on the internet now and, you know,
using their Chromebooks at the same time to do schoolwork.

They have to do it in shifts, you know, and they’re all student
athletes, so it’s already late when they get home. And it’s like it
really put them at a disadvantage.

In other instances, others in the household had to get offline to allow students the

connectivity to complete tasks. This shows two kinds of costs at work for households
dealing with the ACP’s demise: the financial outlay in paying higher bills as well as the
cost in time and effort to manage things differently due to slower connection speeds.

Health care is another area in which lower-quality internet connections—due to ACP-
driven downgrades—have consequences. One participant was bedridden due to a
health problem and therefore relied a great deal on telehealth visits to interact with
providers. As this person put it:

| have very limited mobility. I'm bedridden. | have a live-in caregiver. | have a lot
of telehealth visits, and the quality of the visit is not good. Sometimes | can’t hear
them, they can’t hear me. Most times the session drops.

n



DISRUPTIONS were
LESS of a PROBLEM
for THOSE USING ACP
SUBSIDIES for
MOBILE SERVICE

The Benton survey found that most respondents used the internet for wireline
service, with 22 percent saying the ACP subsidy was devoted to wireless service.

For interview participants who used the ACP for mobile, the program’s end meant
higher monthly bills for service. One participant was particularly pleased that the
ACP allowed him to move to a plan with higher speeds for mobile data. He hoped

he could maintain this when the program went away, but this turned out not to be
possible. Instead, he said, monthly costs crept up and, perhaps because he started to
use more data when he had a faster speed, he went past his monthly data cap. This

resulted in still more costs. Specifically:

Well, I increased the internet speed, but | didn’t go to unlimited data. I just increased
the speed and the price. My request to them was to keep the price as it was, which
was between $50 or $60 when | had the help. So now I'm up to about $80. And now,

because I’'m going over on my usage, it’s going higher, so it’s hurting.
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DIFFICULT TRADE-OFFS
in the HOUSEHOLD BUDGET

As noted earlier, many participants had very low household incomes, often $25,000
per year or less. Nationally, approximately 15 percent of all households fall into this
category. For very-low-income households, the ACP’s termination had material
impacts on their day-to-day lives. Some said they turned to local food banks, given
the high cost of groceries at the supermarket. Another said they signed up for the
Supplemental Nutrition Assistance Program (SNAP) to defray the cost of groceries.

Looking for other ways to make money was something a number of participants
mentioned. Some picked up “gig” jobs such as delivering DoorDash orders, with at
least one doing side jobs such as cleaning houses.

We’ve definitely been picking up extra things. Cleaning houses, painting houses to
kind of supplement the difference because, you know, obviously one bill’s higher and
then, you know, late fees on other bills when we can’t get them to them on time.

[ actually picked up like a little side job on the side and my husband picked up like
DoorDashing to try to make up the differences and where we were falling behind. A
lot of late fees have been accumulated with the internet because by the time that it’s
due, a lot of the time we don’t have the full amount. So that’s been increasing as well.

Finally, a number of participants said they cut back on a variety of discretionary
expenditures, such as doctor’s appointments, dining out, and family outings.

| just try to cut back unnecessary spending. Even simple things for us, eating out
anything, just to be able to make sure that just sacrificing small things like that to
be able to keep the internet service.

The extra expenses like eating out, we had to cut that short. Some bills have to get
cut short so | can sit here and pay the phone bill and cover that gas-wise.

I’ve forgone the dentist and eye doctors and things. So if
something major happens and I gotta go to the doctor, I’ll go.
But if | don’t have to, I’'m not going to [incur] another expense.

13



FOR the SUBSCRIPTION
VULNERABLE,
MAINTAINING SERVICE
Is OFTEN LIKE
SWIMMING UPSTREAM

Several participants said they lost service for a time after the ACP went away, while
others struggled to pay bills in a timely way. The result: more costs on top of the
additional costs for connectivity due to the ACP subsidy ending. One participant
reported a $22 reconnect fee after having service cut off. Others reported late fees,
either from the internet service provider or from other household services whose
payments were late.

I'm juggling around the bills around and things, trying to make sure we can keep it.
We did go a couple months [without internet] because | couldn’t pay it, and it got
out of hand. But we got it back now, but who knows how long for?

I think our internet has been cut off about three times after ACP
ended. | think at the most it was about a week. They typically

will restore it for me, but then they charge a $22 reconnect fee
that is added to the next bill on top of any late fees.

This is the challenge inherent in having a low income: the need to juggle a lot of bills
in the face of not enough income to support everything.

14



IMPLICATIONS for
POLICYMAKERS

The end of the ACP put many households in the position of having higher costs for

the internet, and it is not surprising that this elicited suggestions for policymakers. The
importance of the internet for their children’s education and its indispensability for so
many contemporary activities put them in real bind when the ACP subsidy went away.

Honestly, without internet access, we wouldn’t be able to provide our kids with

the good education that they are receiving right now. And because of the ACP, we
were able to do that and not really be too concerned because, you know, we had an
affordable internet bill we were able to pay every month. And now it’s been a bit of a
struggle to keep up, but it’s absolutely necessary to have the internet service in order
for my kids to receive the education that we want them to receive.

The benefit made a real difference in the household budget, which meant that,
absent the ACP, some interviewees thought there should be discount offerings
available to them. As one person put it:

| just wish they maybe had an alternative program. Maybe, maybe if it wasn’t a full dis-

count, maybe incentives for the internet providers so they can give us a cheaper rate.

There was also a strong sense of disappointment that participants conveyed

when contemplating advice for policymakers. This was voiced by those on fixed
incomes, such as older adults, who felt the budget bite of the $30 subsidy ending.
This disappointment seemed tied to a sense that the ACP, as it enabled quality

and affordable at-home connectivity, brought low-income households into the
mainstream. One person noted that “children in school are going to be especially lost
without it” in talking about internet service at home. As another person said:

The ACP was great. When we were on it, we felt almost

normal. | understand that not all great things can last forever. |
understand that | wasn’t entitled to it, but it was a great benefit
while it lasted. | really wish there was a way for it to start again.
It’s disheartening.
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As noted at the outset, universal service policy rests on

a compact that says there is a value to having everyone
connected to communications networks. Being faithful to this
compact entails having the government set some rules so that
the private sector can facilitate this. The ACP-era approach
was simple: taxpayers support a $30-per-month subsidy for
qualifying low-income households. Short of bringing back

the ACP, which seems unlikely at the moment, what does this
research suggest as a course of action?

What comes across clearly from interview participants is a

hunger for low-cost plans that are affordable and of sufficient

quality—and frustration when they are not available. To that
end, the approach adopted by New York State is worthy of consideration in other
states. The New York state legislature passed a law in 2021 that required internet
service providers to offer a $15-per-month low-cost service plan for low-income
households meeting certain eligibility criteria. Having survived court challenges,
the program went into effect in the state in January of this year." Other states have
similar legislation under consideration, and California’s state legislature recently
passed a bill requiring ISPs to offer a $15-per-month service plan for low-income
households."?

Although this approach would not be a national solution, it is a promising approach,
given how low-income households articulated their needs in this research. And since
many ACP households did pay something out of pocket for service even with the
$30 subsidy, a $15 service plan is likely to have impacts similar to the ACP program:
getting more households online and helping the subscription vulnerable maintain
connectivity.



METHODOLOGY

From April 16 to April 29, 2024, the Benton Institute for Broadband & Society
conducted a survey of a representative sample of lower-income U.S. adults ages 18 or
older aimed at understanding broadband service affordability, patterns of internet use,
barriers to access to affordable home broadband, and other related issues. The survey
was conducted on the SSRS Opinion Panel, a probability-based panel of just under
50,000 U.S. adults, among a sample of N=2,525 lower-income adults with internet
access. The survey took place just as the federally funded Affordable Connectivity
Program (ACP) was coming to an end and many lower-income Americans were at risk
of losing a monthly $30 stipend supporting their internet connectivity.

As part of the survey, panelists were asked if they would be interested in being
recontacted by SSRS researchers with additional questions to gather more in-depth
information, to which 73 percent of the survey participants responded yes (N=1,850).
The recontact question was included to enable the Benton Institute to conduct
follow-up qualitative interviews with survey respondents after the ACP program was
defunded, to understand what impact, if any, the program’s end might be having on

their household and personal internet access.

Between October 30 and November 13, 2024, SSRS conducted 25 in-depth follow-
up interviews with recontacted panelists who indicated in screening questions that
they were impacted by the ending of the ACP. Between February 18 and February
28, 2025, SSRS conducted follow-up interviews with 20 of these panelists to explore
whether there were longer-term impacts of the program ending.

® SSRS recruited respondents to the National Survey of Low-Income
Americans on Internet Use & ACP to participate in follow-up telephone

interviews.

Eligible participants were those who agreed at the end of the survey
to be recontacted and who indicated in their screener responses that

they:

Were enrolled in the ACP at the time of the program’s ending.



Lost their internet service at any point since the ACP discount
ended, or had to switch to a plan with slower broadband speeds,
or had to cut back on household expenses to be able to afford
home internet service after the program ended.

A total of 25 respondents participated in the Wave 1 interviews, and 20 of
these respondents participated in the Wave 2 interviews.

After completing the interview in each wave, participants received a $25
electronic gift card.

The recordings, transcripts, and notes from each session were analyzed to
identify patterns aligned with the study’s research objectives.

Throughout this report, direct quotations from participants are provided to
illustrate the findings.
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