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Universal broadband
coverage could add
$160B annually to US

economy

Article

The news: A national high-speed internet initiative providing universal, reliable internet may
add $160 billion per year to the US economy, according to a new study conducted by The
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https://www.economicstrategygroup.org/wp-content/uploads/2021/07/Barrero_Bloom_Davis_071021.pdf

Aspen Economic Strategy Group (AESG), per Bloomberg.

* The study—based on national survey data of more than 43,000 US working adults—
determined that universal high-quality, fully reliable internet access would increase labor
productivity by 1.1% in coming years and allow larger portions of the US workforce to work
from home.

" Re-optimizing the workforce to spend more time at home could potentially boost
productivity by 4.6% relative to pre-pandemic situation levels, the authors argue, thanks in
large part to savings in commuting time.

* In addition to the potential economic benefits of expanded access, the paper’s survey results
found that subjective well-being was higher during the pandemic for those with better
home internet access.

Why this matters: The study is one of the clearest attempts yet to assign a dollar value to
expanded internet access. In the past, researchers have struggled to pin down these
economic benefits, due in part to methodological issues with Federal Communications
Commission (FCC) data, which critics say undercounts the number of residents who lack
broadband access.

The problem: The FCC estimates that some 18 million US residents still lack physical access to
broadband, though that figure is likely much higher.

* Similarly, around 18.5 million US households lack broadband access because of its cost.
Those making under $30,000 per year shoulder most of the burden.

" Earlier this month, The Verge released an interactive US map based on an anonymized
Microsoft dataset, illustrating US counties where less than 15% of households use internet at
broadband speeds (25mbs). Many of these counties were clustered in rural areas.

The bigger picture: Expanding internet access is a major component of President Biden's
proposed $1.2 billion infrastructure bill, which would set aside $65 billion for investments in
broadband nationwide.

* Initsinitial announcement, the administration outlined a plan that would seek to provide
universal high-speed internet coverage to all US residents by 2030.

* The administration’s efforts follow a slew of other moves by Democrats in Congress and the
FCC to increase broadband access.
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https://www.bloomberg.com/news/articles/2021-07-28/fast-internet-everywhere-could-add-160-billion-to-u-s-economy
https://www.bloomberg.com/news/articles/2021-04-25/biden-s-broadband-plan-is-bold-but-economic-payoff-unclear
https://arstechnica.com/tech-policy/2019/08/the-fcc-has-no-idea-how-many-people-dont-have-broadband-access/
https://docs.fcc.gov/public/attachments/FCC-20-50A1.pdf
https://statescoop.com/fccs-2020-broadband-report-touts-progress-analysts-say-failed-america/
https://www.cnet.com/news/bidens-new-1-2-trillion-infrastructure-plan-includes-65b-for-universal-broadband/
https://www.vice.com/en/article/k7e3vw/42-million-americans-cant-afford-broadband-but-the-fcc-doesnt-care
https://content-na1.emarketer.com/new-data-suggests-broadband-affordability-top-factor-driving-us-digital-divide
https://www.theverge.com/22418074/broadband-gap-america-map-county-microsoft-data
https://www.nytimes.com/2021/05/17/business/infrastructure-rural-broadband.html
https://www.fiercetelecom.com/telecom/biden-targets-universal-broadband-access-2t-plan
https://prolink.emarketer.com/content/us-democrats-hefty-broadband-bill-attempts-solve-infrastructure-element-of-digital-divide-equation
https://prolink.emarketer.com/content/fcc-monthly-broadband-subsidies-step-toward-bridging-us-digital-divide

Will it work? Additional reports highlighting the economic benefits of expanded broadband
access will likely increase support for spending efforts that have already gained some
bipartisan support in Congress. The pronounced impact on rural areas—often under
Republican governance—could also help drive support for the spending initiatives.

Income Inequality Drives the Digital Divide
% of US adults with broadband subscriptions

Adults with incomes Above $75,000 92%

80%

Urban areas 77%

Rural areas 72%

Black adults 71%

Hispanic Adults 65%

Adullts with incomes below $30,000 57%

Source: Pew, 2021
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https://www.nbcnews.com/tech/tech-news/broadband-bipartisanship-senators-introduce-digital-equity-push-rcna1160
https://www.usatoday.com/story/news/politics/2021/04/22/senate-republicans-propose-infrastructure-plan-counter-biden/7336762002/
https://www.nytimes.com/2019/05/21/upshot/america-political-divide-urban-rural.html

