
But increasingly, it’s a vital 
way to deliver health care 
that millions of people are 
missing out on.

“Telehealth is considered 
this amazing new tool,” said 
Angela Siefer, executive di-
rector of the National Digital 
Inclusion Alliance, a non-
profit advocacy group based 
in Columbus, Ohio. “But 
really, it’s only amazing for 
some folks.”

People need broadband at 
home so that telehealth can 
be delivered. 

They need devices that can 
run the proper apps. And 
they need digital literacy 
skills to be able to use those 
apps. “If any of those pieces is 
missing, then it’s not an awe-
some tool for that person,” 
she said.

Dr. Howard M. Julien, 
assistant professor of clinical 
medicine at Penn Medicine 
in Philadelphia, knows how 
significant that connection 
can be. 

During the early peak of 
the coronavirus in his city, 
“our entire practice was pre-
dominantly telemedicine for 
several weeks.”

Broadband internet en-
ables interactive video that 
allows patients and doctors 
to see each other and lets 
doctors share test results and 
even conduct parts of a phys-
ical exam. 

It lets patients ask quick 

questions securely without 
having to travel to a medical 
facility and lets doctors mon-
itor patients in real time. It 
can reach places where doc-
tors are in short supply.

But audio-video commu-
nication “is only as firm or 
as strong as the foundation 
of the internet connection, 
and accessibility that patients 
and individuals have to high-
speed internet,” said Julien, 
who also is a cardiologist 
at the Corporal Michael J. 
Crescenz VA Medical Center.

And millions of people 
don’t have it.

How many isn’t certain. 
Estimates range from 19 
million to 42 million people 
in the U.S. without access to 
broadband, according to an 
editorial about telemedicine 
co-written by Julien that 
appeared in the American 
Heart Association journal 
Circulation in June.

Siefer said her group uses 
a conservative number, based 
on census data, showing that 
18 million U.S. households 
lack broadband, including 
mobile service. Of those, 4 
million are in rural areas, and 
14 million in urban.

Neighborhoods where 
the majority of residents are 
Black are among those most 
likely to be affected. 

A Brookings Institution 
report Siefer helped write 
noted that while majori-

ty-white neigh-
borhoods had an 
average broad-
band adoption 
rate of about 
84%, that rate 
was just 67% in 
majority-Black 
neighborhoods.

That report 
says that white, 
Asian Ameri-
can, and Latino 
or Hispanic 
households all 
have broad-
band adoption 
rates above the 

national average, but other 
studies have found disparity. 

Pew Research Center data 
from 2019, for example, 
shows Hispanic adults are 
less likely than their Black 
and white peers to have home 
broadband.

Low-income communities 
also are at a disadvantage.

“Broadband in the U.S. is 
expensive,” Siefer said. De-
vices also are expensive. And 
the lower one’s income, the 
more restrictive their data 
plan usually is.

But cost isn’t the only 
problem. There’s access. 

Often, poor urban neigh-
borhoods and rural areas get 
left out. 

Politics plays a role. 
Community-owned service 
providers have succeeded in 
some places, but many states 
restrict them. 

A Pew Research Center 
survey this spring found that 
although roughly half of U.S. 
adults say the internet has 
been “essential” for them per-
sonally during the pandemic, 
62% don’t think it is the 
federal government’s job to 
ensure everyone has a high-
speed internet connection at 
home.

New technology, such as 
5G networks, won’t solve the 
access problem, Siefer said. 

Wealthier neighborhoods 
will see such upgrades first, 
and everyone will need new 
devices to tap them.

Although robust studies 
have not been conducted on 
solutions, Julien said there 
are plenty of ideas. Compa-
nies could be given incentives 
to connect remote areas.

While awaiting that, 
“Health systems can have 
halfway points, where hubs 
are created in between the 
health system and a rural en-
vironment,” he said. A church 
or other public space can 
serve as a location for people 
to bring their device, connect 
to the internet and meet with 
providers.
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High-speed internet 
offers key connection 
to health, but millions 
of Americans lack it
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If you live in the right neighborhood and can afford it, you might thing of high-
speed internet as a convenient way to connect to binge-worthy TV shows or 

the conference calls that let you work from home. 
You might take for granted that not everyone has internet access.


