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Key Takeaways

Health Equity and Broadband Internet Access

e Even if broadband internetis available in
your community, the costs can make it
unaffordable for people with lower
household incomes.

e There are new initiatives to make

broadband internet more accessible and
affordable in the U.S.

Although more online healthcare options improved access for many, the lack of broadband internet is

another barrier faced in accessing health information and services.

Broadband Internet Basics

Broadband internet is high-speed internet. Broadband is required for
internet services that need a lot of information to be sent and received. This
includes using telehealth or having an online video visit with a healthcare

provider.

Broadband speed is measured in Megabits per second or Mbps. The Federal

Communications Commission (FCC) recommends at least 25 Mbps or

more of download speed for an advanced level of internet service.

The main types of broadband internet

o

Digital Subscriber Line (DSL): Moves data over copper telephone
lines that are already installed in homes and businesses. The speed
of this type of internet can depend on how close you are to a local
telephone company facility. According to the FCC, about4in 10
people in the U.S. lived in areas with high-speed DSL availability in
2020.

Cable modem: Uses the same cables that send audio and video to
your TV. The speed of this type of internet is similar to that of DSL.

Almost9in 10 people in the U.S. lived in areas with high-speed
cable modem availability in 2020.

Fiber optic: Converts or changes electric data into light and moves it
over very thin glass fibers. This type of internet is much faster than

Due to its important
impacts on health, one
of the U.S. Department
of Health and Human
Services’ Healthy People
2030 goals is to increase
the proportion of adults
with broadband internet.

In 2020, the average
monthly cost of internet

service in the United

States was over $68.

‘Digital divide’ is a term
used to describe the gap
between people who do
and don't have the
access and ability to use
technology.

DSL or cable modem internet. Fiber-optic broadband availability can be limited and efforts are
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https://www.healthit.gov/faq/what-broadband-and-why-broadband-access-important
https://www.fcc.gov/consumers/guides/household-broadband-guide
https://www.fcc.gov/consumers/guides/household-broadband-guide
https://broadbandmap.fcc.gov/#/area-comparison?version=dec2020&tech=a&speed=25_3&searchtype=county
https://broadbandmap.fcc.gov/#/area-comparison?version=dec2020&tech=a&speed=25_3&searchtype=county
https://broadbandmap.fcc.gov/#/area-comparison?version=dec2020&tech=c&speed=25_3&searchtype=county
https://health.gov/healthypeople/objectives-and-data/browse-objectives/neighborhood-and-built-environment/increase-proportion-adults-broadband-internet-hchit-05
https://health.gov/healthypeople/objectives-and-data/browse-objectives/neighborhood-and-built-environment/increase-proportion-adults-broadband-internet-hchit-05
https://health.gov/healthypeople/objectives-and-data/browse-objectives/neighborhood-and-built-environment/increase-proportion-adults-broadband-internet-hchit-05
https://www.newamerica.org/oti/reports/cost-connectivity-2020/global-findings/
https://www.newamerica.org/oti/reports/cost-connectivity-2020/global-findings/
https://www.newamerica.org/oti/reports/cost-connectivity-2020/global-findings/

being made to expand fiber networks. In 2020, only about 4 in 10 people in the U.S. lived in areas
with high-speed fiber-optic availability.

o Wireless: Connects to the internet using a radio link between your location and the source of the
internet. Wireless internet can be fixed (for use in a specific location) or mobile (for use when
moving from place to place).

= Fixed wireless: Uses an antenna (not wires) to connect to the internet. You can use
wireless broadband internet in public spaces through Wi-Fi networks or “hotspots” in
places like libraries or parks. Speeds of wireless internet are similar to DSL and cable
modem. About 6in 10 people in the U.S. lived in an area with high-speed fixed wireless

internet availability in 2020.

= Mobile wireless: Mostly designed for phones, but it is also starting to be used in homes
using a router. You will need to live in an area with a strong cellular network to use this
type of internet at home.

= Satellite: Uses a satellite dish to link to the internet. Satellite internet is helpful to reach
people in rural areas outside of big cities, but can have lower speeds and be more
expensive. Satellite internet was available to almost 100% of the U.S. population in 2020.

You can buy broadband internet for your home from a broadband provider such as a local telephone or
cable company.

The Effects of Broadband Internet on Health

Even before the pandemic, over 5in 10 people used the internet for health-related activities such as

researching health information or accessing health insurance.

Due to social distancing requirements, there was a sharp rise in the use of telehealth during the
pandemic. For example, one large health system in New York saw an 8 times higher number of
telehealth visits per day between early March to mid-April of 2020.

Inequities in accessing health information and services online

o Seeing (not just hearing) your healthcare provider. A study in the American Journal of Managed
Care found that people living in areas with low broadband access were less likely to use video
visits over telephone visits early in the COVID-19 pandemic.

o Logginginto patient portals. Almost 9in 10 healthcare providers offer a patient portal or online
website for people to access their personal health information. However, a study in the Journal of
General Internal Medicine found that on average, only about 3 out of 10 people use their patient
portal. The researchers found that people living in areas with the lowest broadband access were
less likely to use their patient portals.

o Signing up for the COVID-19 vaccine. Vaccination remains a key tool for protecting people from
severe illness and death from COVID-19. However, it was challenging for many, especially older
adults, to schedule vaccine appointments online due to barriers such as a lack of internet

access. A study in Preventing Chronic Disease found that the COVID-19 vaccination rates were
lower in New York City zip codes with lower rates of household internet access in April 2021.
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https://broadbandmap.fcc.gov/#/area-comparison?version=dec2020&tech=f&speed=25_3&searchtype=county
https://broadbandmap.fcc.gov/#/area-comparison?version=dec2020&tech=w&speed=25_3&searchtype=county
https://www.cnet.com/home/internet/internet-connection-types/
https://broadbandmap.fcc.gov/#/area-comparison?version=dec2020&tech=s&speed=25_3&searchtype=county
https://www.ntia.gov/blog/2020/more-half-american-households-used-internet-health-related-activities-2019-ntia-data-show
https://pubmed.ncbi.nlm.nih.gov/32324855/
https://pubmed.ncbi.nlm.nih.gov/32324855/
https://www.ajmc.com/view/differences-in-the-use-of-telephone-and-video-telemedicine-visits-during-the-covid-19-pandemic
https://link.springer.com/article/10.1007/s11606-020-05633-4
https://gothamist.com/news/digital-divide-keeping-many-nyc-seniors-scheduling-covid-19-vaccinations
https://www.ncbi.nlm.nih.gov/pmc/articles/PMC8462290/#R15

Lack of broadband as a social determinant of health

Broadband internet allows people to access the other important non-medical factors in their life, known
as the social determinants of health, that have a large impact on their health. This includes things like
being able to work remotely and access education online. In this way, access to broadband internet has
been considered a "super" social determinant of health (SDoH).

The FCC interactive map shows that areas with lower rates of broadband access tend to have:

o Higher rates of obesity and diabetes
o Higher rates of preventable hospitalization
o Lower physician access

This shows people are missing the ability to access healthcare online in areas where they need it the
most. S
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Number of Americans with Internet Subscriptions

According to the American Community Survey, about 86% of households in the United States had

any kind of internet subscription in 2020.

o Only about 70% of households had a broadband internet subscription such as cable, fiber optic,
or DSL, and about 7% of households had satellite internet service.

o About 11% of households only had a cellular data plan with no other type of internet subscription.

o About 15% of U.S. households--more than 17 million--had no internet subscription in 2020.

The Digital Divide

There are inequities, or unfair differences, in who does and who does not have high-speed internet
access.

In 2021, the rates of wired high-speed internet use were lower in households where the main renter or
owner was 65 years or older, had a disability, or was a Hispanic, African American, American Indian, or
Alaska Native individual.

In addition, households located in rural areas were also less likely to use high-speed internet services.
According to the FCC, fixed broadband services are available for almost 98% of people living in urban
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https://www.nature.com/articles/s41746-021-00413-8
https://www.fcc.gov/reports-research/maps/connect2health/#ll=33.063924,-95.712891&z=4&t=insights&inb=in_bb_access&inh=in_sick_days&dmf=none&inc=none&slb=0,90&slh=4,10
https://www.fcc.gov/sites/default/files/connect2health.key_findings.pdf
https://www.fcc.gov/sites/default/files/broadband_health_sample_maps_2017.pdf
https://www.fcc.gov/sites/default/files/c2h-broadbandmap_rural-broadband-physician-shortages-static-map.jpg
https://data.census.gov/cedsci/table?q=broadband&tid=ACSST5Y2020.S2801
https://www.ntia.doc.gov/data/explorer#sel=wiredHighSpeedAtHome&demo=&pc=prop&disp=chart
https://www.fcc.gov/reports-research/maps/fixed-broadband-deployment-data/index.html#lat=38.82&lon=-94.96&zoom=4

areas. On the other hand, just over 70% of people living in rural or tribal areas have broadband services
available to them.

Even if broadband internet is available in a community, the costs can make it unaffordable for
people with lower household incomes.

While over 8 in 10 households with incomes above $100,000 used wired high-speed internet service at
home, only about 5 in 10 households with incomes below $25,000 did in 2021.

Initiatives to Help Improve Broadband Access in America
There are currently many initiatives to make broadband internet more accessible and affordable for
people across the U.S.

o The Affordable Connectivity Program is a federal program that gives eligible households up to
$30 per month for broadband services. It gives up to $75 per month to households on qualifying
Tribal lands. This program also can give one-time discounts to buy a laptop, desktop computer, or
tablet.

o Lifeline is afederal program that gives people from eligible households a monthly discount for
phone and internet services. Lifeline benefits can be used separately or together with Affordable

Connectivity Program benefits.
o Internet for Allis an initiative by the federal government to provide $65 billion in funding to states,

communities, and internet providers to improve planning, infrastructure, and adoption of high-
speed internet.

Once everyone can access high-speed internet, the next step is ensuring they have the tech devices and
digital health literacy skills to use health information and services online.

Advocating for broadband access for all is a vital first step to ensuring that the benefits of online
technologies can equitably improve health.

Additional Information:
o FCC Telehealth Initiative will Focus on Low-Income, Remote Patients (Journal of AHIMA)
o Role of Mobile Health in the Care of Culturally and Linguistically Diverse US

Populations (Perspectives in Health Information Management)
o Health Equity (AHIMA Policy Statement)
o FCC Broadband Map (Federal Communications Commission) - Find and compare broadband

providers in your area

o Connect2HealthFCC (Federal Communications Commission) - Task Force focused on
broadband and advanced health care technologies

o Digital Equity Act Population Viewer (National Telecommunications and Information

Administration & U.S. Census) - Map showing the data used to allocate funding for the Digital
Equity Act of 2021
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https://www.ntia.doc.gov/data/explorer#sel=wiredHighSpeedAtHome&demo=income&pc=prop&disp=chart
https://www.fcc.gov/acp
https://www.lifelinesupport.org/get-started/
https://www.internetforall.gov/
https://journal.ahima.org/page/fcc-telehealth-initiative-will-focus-on-low-income-remote-patients
https://library.ahima.org/PdfView?oid=103330
https://library.ahima.org/PdfView?oid=103330
https://www.ahima.org/advocacy/policy-statements/health-equity/
https://broadbandmap.fcc.gov/
https://www.fcc.gov/about-fcc/fcc-initiatives/connect2healthfcc
https://mtgis-portal.geo.census.gov/arcgis/apps/MapSeries/index.html?appid=a0013a9dcbb9419e855f563d78e892ef

