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Introduction
According the latest Census data on computer
and Internet use, 85.7% of Americans have fixedline broadband service in the home.1 But during
the COVID pandemic, it is the 14.3% of
broadband “have nots” getting all the attention.
Congress is now contemplating spending as
much as $100 billion on programs to bridge this
“Digital Divide,” adding to several existing
billion-dollar-plus federal programs addressing
broadband adoption and network expansion—
including
the
Federal
Communications
Commission’s Lifeline and Rural Digital
Opportunity
Fund
Programs
(and
its
predecessors).2
The Lifeline Program provides monthly
subsidies to low-income Americans for
communications services including broadband.3
Almost all participants use the subsidy for mobile
broadband because several wireless resellers
target eligible consumers with very-low cost and
even free bundles of mobile services. Enrollment
in the program skyrocketed after 2008 when
these targeted mobile services appeared. It turns
out, unfortunately, that many—if not most—of
the program’s growth was based on fraudulent
accounts invented by unscrupulous providers.
The first salvo of reforms to tackle waste, fraud,
and abuse was launched by the Obama
Administration in 2012, and Lifeline enrollment
has declined steadily ever since. Problems
remain.4
A study by the Government
Accountability Office (“GAO”) in 2017 was
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unable to confirm the eligibility of a whopping
36% of Lifeline accounts.5 Just last year, the FCC
began an investigation of Sprint for receiving
Lifeline subsidies for 885,000 bogus accounts.6

For persons familiar with the
developments in the Lifeline
Program, the sizable and continued
reductions in enrollment are
unsurprising, if not welcome.
Lifeline had become filthy. But
where the informed see progress,
partisans see opportunity.
For persons familiar with the developments in
the Lifeline Program, the sizable and continued
reductions in enrollment are unsurprising, if not
welcome. But where the informed see progress,
partisans see opportunity. These are pandemic
conditions, after all, and Lifeline aims to increase
broadband adoption. Its decline, some advocates
may say, must be rooted in the ill-will and/or
incompetence of the political party in power. In
fact, this narrative is already in play. A former
senior advisor to the Obama Administration’s
FCC Chairman Tom Wheeler, for instance,
blames current FCC Chairman Ajit Pai for a 40%
decline in Lifeline enrollment since President
Trump’s election.7 In fact, the decline is only
25%.8
While partisan blame-shifting and facts make
strange bedfellows, in this PERSPECTIVE I present
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an empirical analysis of the rise and fall of
Lifeline enrollment. The data clearly reveal what
is already known and reported: “major carriers
were required to shed a significant number of
Lifeline subscribers after stricter policies were
implemented by the FCC in 2012.”9 My statistical
analysis of the data confirms that the reductions
in Lifeline subscriptions since 2016 follow the
same trend established between 2012 and 2016.
Moreover, the first major order on Lifeline by the
Trump Administration’s FCC was in November2019.10 If blame is to be assigned for reduced
enrollment in the Lifeline Program, then blame
falls in the lap of the Obama Administration,
though taking blame for curbing waste, fraud
and abuse is no disgrace.
Lifeline Program Data
Data on participation in the FCC’s Lifeline
Program is obtained from the Federal-State Joint
Board Monitoring Report.11 Annual data on
Lifeline line counts is available from 1987
through 2018, and a half-year of data is available
for 2019. I use annual data for years 1987 through
2019, estimating the remainder of 2019 by
extrapolation.12 Available data on expenditures
spans 1988 through 2019.
Lifeline Participation
Figure 1 illustrates the trend in Lifeline
participation for years 1987 through 2019, with
election years 2008 and 2016 indicated. The
figure says it all. Before 2008, participation rose
at a steady annual growth rate of about 7%.
Between 2008 and 2012, after wireless resellers
were made broadly eligible for Lifeline subsidies
and the impacts of the Great Recession of 2008
moved through the economy, participation rose
sharply with an annual growth rate of 24%.13
Much, if not most, of this surge in the program
was rooted in waste, fraud and abuse, so the FCC
implemented new policies in 2012 to address
such concerns.14 The purge of bogus line counts
began. Between 2012 and 2016, participation
declined steadily at a 7% annual rate, with a
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reduction of 4.4 million Lifeline accounts.
Lifeline expenditures fell 30% over this same
period.

My statistical analysis of the data
confirms that the reductions in
Lifeline subscribers since 2016 are on
the same trend established between
2012 and 2016. *** If blame is to be
assigned for reduced enrollment in
the Lifeline Program, then blame
falls in the lap of the Obama
Administration, though taking
blame for curbing waste, fraud and
abuse is no disgrace.
The 2012 reforms remain largely in place today.
Though much of the fraud and abuse has been
addressed, just last year Sprint was accused of
improperly receiving Lifeline subsidies for nearly
one million bogus subscribers.15 From visual
inspection of Figure 1, it appears (if not
confirmed) that the effects of the ablution of the
Lifeline program beginning in 2012 has merely
continued, on trend, through 2019.
Figure 1. Lifeline Participation 1987-2019 (‘000)

To determine if the trend has changed in 2016, I
fit a spline function to the data with cut points at
years 2008, 2012 and 2016.16 This spline function
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allows for a direct test for a change after 2016 in
the downward slope of Lifeline subscriptions
initiated by the 2012 reforms. The regression
equation is,

Figure 2. Forecast Participation 2016-2019 (‘000)

yt  0  1t  2 (t  2008)  D2008

(1)

3 (t  2012)  D2012
4 (t  2016)  D2016  t

where yt is Lifeline participants, t is the year, and
D2008, D2012, and D2016 are dummy variables
for the respective intervals.17 The slopes of the
subscriptions trend during the four periods are:
1 between years 1987-2008; 1 + 2 between years
2008-2012; 1 + 2 + 3 between years 2012-2016;
and 1 + 2 + 3 + 4 between years 2016-2019.
These slopes measure the annual change in
subscriptions (in thousands). The difference in
slopes between 2012-2016 and after is just 4, so a
hypothesis test on 4 is a direct test for a change
in the slope during the Trump Administration.
Since the data is time series, Newey-West tstatistics (with two lags) are used for hypothesis
testing, which are robust to heteroskedasticity
and autocorrelation.18
Table 1. Equation (1), Lines
Estimate

yt  0  1t  2 (t  2008)  D2008
3 (t  2012)  D2012  t

(2)

and exclude data beginning in 2016.19 The
estimates from Equation (2) are then used to
forecast participation in years 2016 through 2019.
The estimates, forecasts, and 90% forecast
confidence interval are illustrated in Figure 2.
This figure shows that the forecasted
continuation of the trend in Lifeline subscriptions
established during the Obama Administration is
unchanged during the Trump Administration.

t-Stat

1

256.16***

7.26

2

1,782.4***

9.27

3

-2,937.4***

-8.04

4
Obs.
F-Stat

-312.31
33
271.05***

-0.89

Sig. Levels: * 10%, ** 5%, *** 1%.

Results are summarized in Table 1. There are 33
yearly observations; the F-Statistic of the
regression is significant at better than the 1%
level. While the coefficients 1, 2, and 3 are all
statistically different from zero (at the 1% level or
better), the null hypothesis that coefficient 4
equals zero is not rejected. Thus, the rate of
Lifeline subscription declines after 2016 is a mere
continuance of the decline initiated in 2012.
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As an alternative approach, I estimate the
regression equation,

Lifeline Expenditures
Lifeline expenditures are highly correlated with
connections, so the trends in the data are
comparable to Figure 1.
There are some
differences, however, since the payments per line
have changed over time. To see if Lifeline
expenditures changed after 2016, I estimate
Equation (1) using expenditures as the
dependent variable.
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Table 2. Equation (1), Spending
Estimate

t-Stat

1

46.04

12.01

2

242.35

10.19

3

-438.26

-9.77

4

14.14

0.30

Constant
Obs.
F-Stat

-91,620
32
271.62

-11.95

Table 2 shows the 4 coefficient is not statistically
different from zero. Again, there is no empirical
basis for a change in the rationalization of the
Lifeline Program after 2016.

Even the visual inspection of the
data shows, partisan spin aside,
that the decline in the Lifeline
Program beginning with the Obama
Administration
in
2012
has
continued, on trend, through 2019
with the Trump Administration. As
more fraud is exposed, including the
detection of nearly one million
fraudulent accounts in 2019, Lifeline
subscriptions will continue to fall.
Choosing a Transition Date
In the preceding analysis, I have treated year 2016
as the transition between administrations.
Shifting to 2017 does not alter materially the
results on participation.
For lines, the 4
coefficient is estimated to be -306.3 with a tstatistic of -0.96. For expenditures, the 4
coefficient is estimated to be 17.21 with a tstatistic of 0.41. Figure 3 illustrates the forecast of
subscriptions.
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Figure 3. Forecast Participation 2017-2019 (‘000)

Thus, there is no change in the trend of either
subscriptions or expenditures before and after
the change in Administrations. As for Lifeline, it
appears to be business as usual based on the 2012
Lifeline reforms, which is unsurprising since
those reforms remain largely intact and
unchanged.
Conclusion
In this PERSPECTIVE, I use data on enrollment in
and spending on the FCC’s Lifeline Program to
study the trends in both since the introduction of
major reforms in 2012 to address waste, fraud,
and abuse. Even the visual inspection of the data
shows, partisan spin aside, that the decline in the
Lifeline Program beginning with the Obama
Administration in 2012 has continued, on trend,
through 2019 with the Trump Administration.
As more fraud is exposed, including the
detection of nearly one million fraudulent
accounts in 2019, Lifeline subscriptions will
continue to fall.
With more expansive broadband subsidies on the
table, it is critical that the FCC continue its efforts
to better administer the Lifeline Program.
Despite its flaws, Lifeline may be the mechanism
for allocating increased broadband subsidies for
low-income Americans. If the Digital Divide is to
be bridged, then it is vital to respect what funding
is available and distribute it wisely and
effectively.
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