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SERVICE PROVIDER STRATEGIES

Using the Wisdom of the Crowd  
To Guide Fiber Deployment
Kickstarter meets GIS meets fiber to the home.

By Masha Zager / Broadband Communities

Building out fiber to the home is 
expensive. In the best of cases, it 
requires a long-term investment with 

significant risk. Even market surveys don’t 
always reveal the true demand for fiber – 
consumers’ opinions about new or unfamiliar 
products aren’t always helpful. Sometimes 
demand proves higher than anticipated, and in 
other cases – because of competitive response or 
some other reason – FTTH services take longer 
than expected to gain traction.

Google Fiber popularized the notion of 
building to demand by pitting Kansas City 
neighborhoods against one another in a race 
to win earlier deployment through higher 
precommitment rates. However, Google wasn’t 
the first to use this type of approach. Over the 
years, many fiber deployers, both public and 
private, have attempted to mitigate take-up risk 
through various combinations of demographic 
targeting and preregistering customers.

Community groups have initiated similar 
efforts, sometimes going door to door gathering 
signatures to convince service providers there 
is a market for better broadband (or, in some 
cases, for any broadband). 

What all these efforts have lacked is any 
easy-to-use, systematic tool for aggregating 
demand for FTTH services. A Georgia-based 
broadband consulting firm, Civitium, recently 
developed such an online tool and spun off a 
new company, CrowdFiber, to commercialize 
it. CrowdFiber.com is currently in beta testing, 
with plans for full launch in the fall.

BACkERS AND ZONES
Using the tool, a deployer or community group 
can set up campaigns for fiber deployments 
and request pledges from would-be customers, 
called “backers.” A backer can express interest 
by noting his or her location and pledging funds 
at various levels. Because the tool is map-based, 
each backer is assigned to a geographic zone 
that the campaign owner defines. Campaign 
owners can easily determine which zones have 
sufficient demand to justify rolling out fiber. 

Until a campaign is successful, CrowdFiber 
does not reveal backers’ identities or addresses 
and does not redeem their pledges. (However, 
campaign owners can send email updates to 
backers through CrowdFiber.) Once a campaign 
reaches its stated goal – defined by number of 
backers or dollars pledged – the campaign owner 
receives backer ID information as well as the 
pledged funds. It may apply the funds toward 
monthly fees, connection fees, reimbursement of 
CrowdFiber charges or other purposes. 

Greg Richardson, the company’s co-founder, 
believes “transformative changes tend to happen 
when technology is democratized.” Mulling 
over how to bring democratizing forces to the 
problems of community broadband, he thought 
about Google’s “fiberhood” approach and about 
the crowdfunding site Kickstarter, and “the 
ideas just came together.” 

INFIll, EDGE-OUT AND 
GREENFIElD
CrowdFiber is flexible and lends itself to various 
uses. In the “infill” model, a service provider with 
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a DSL, cable or wireless network might 
identify zones where fiber upgrades 
seem feasible, then notify customers in 
those zones that it will install fiber to 
the home if sufficient demand exists. 
Customers would be invited to indicate 
their support on CrowdFiber and then 
spread the word to their friends and 
neighbors through social media.

In the “edge-out” model, a service 
provider with an existing fiber network 
would import GIS data for its fiber 
routes, splice points, enclosures and other 
assets. Using this data, it would create 
zones around points from which it could 
easily extend its network. In publicizing 
the campaign, the service provider would 
invite potential backers to search on their 
addresses to find out whether they lived 
in a designated expansion zone. 

A community organization would 
use a “greenfield” model, designating 
zones where it thinks fiber networks 
might be in high demand or might 
be useful to economic development. 
If enough backers responded to the 
campaign, the organization could build 
its own network or give the aggregated 
data to the local service provider. 
Richardson says one community 
organization he works with continues 
to hear from incumbent providers 
that no demand for fiber exists. If 
CrowdFiber shows otherwise, he 
says, the organization will be able to 
“sit at the table and have a fact-based 
conversation.”

A NEW DEplOyER
A startup deployer in Kansas, Dawn 
Fiber (dba Free State Broadband), is 
also using CrowdFiber in a “greenfield” 
model. Dawn Fiber is a spinoff of 
Reflective Group, a fast-growing cloud 
services development company in 
Baldwin City, Kan., that eventually 

“outgrew DSL,” in the words of CEO 
Michael Bosch. Rejecting advice to 
move 50 miles to Kansas City and take 
advantage of Google Fiber, Reflective 
Group decided to solve the problem 
itself and build FTTH for Baldwin 
City and some nearby communities. 

Bosch explains that he doesn’t 
expect to fully fund the project through 
CrowdFiber – he plans to tap private 
equity funding and other sources as 
well – but he does want to verify that 
demand exists and to prioritize the 
rollout, as Google did in Kansas City. 
“It’s a relatively inexpensive way to 
find out if there’s enough interest in 
a community,” he says. “It reduces 
any investor’s fears about investing 
in that project. Also, it shows if the 
community will pull together to bring 
fiber into their town. … We want to 
make sure communities have the assets 
and resources to effectively utilize  
the network.” 

Because he believes each small 
community is unique, Bosch plans a 
separate CrowdFiber campaign for each 
one, with customized pledge levels and 
success metrics. Deployment costs differ 
for each community, and the economic 
makeup of each community is different. 
In Dawn Fiber’s CrowdFiber campaign 
for Lawrence, Kan., pledge levels range 
from $10 to $15,000, with various perks 
and naming rights attached. If the 
campaign is successful, the pledges will 
be applied to the FTTH rollout, except 
for one level, which involves a donation 
to a local nonprofit. 

Richardson has plans for adding 
a variety of features and functions to 
CrowdFiber, based on the results of the 
beta test. Most important, he would like 
to see it evolve into a marketplace from 
which both communities and service 
providers benefit. Communities can 
use it to aggregate demand, and service 
providers can use it to inform their 
decisions. “If I were a service provider,” 
he says, “I’d want to go to this site to see 
where I should expand.” v

Masha Zager is the editor of BroadBand 
Communities. You can reach her at 
masha@bbcmag.com.

CrowdFiber is an 
inexpensive way to 
verify community 
interest in FTTH. 
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