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ECONOMIC DEVELOPMENT 

Those who view broadband simply 
as a way to access information or 
entertainment, or to send data 

files from point A to point B, are missing 
a huge point. From a community per-
spective, broadband is an asset – some-
thing that has value and that adds value 
to people, places and things. 

When leaders promote expectations 
that broadband cannot meet or when 
they miss the bigger impacts technology 
can have, they set constituents up for 
big disappointments. Broadband fails to 
reach its potential to become a commu-
nity asset, and the broadband movement 
may be set back. Local and federal gov-
ernments may spend money in the wrong 
way, expecting the wrong outcomes. 

Every year, I survey professionals 
whose job it is to improve local econo-
mies to learn what role broadband can 
or should play in communities as an eco-
nomic engine. I began working with the 
International Economic Development 
Council (IEDC) in 2006 to survey its 
members’ views about how broadband 
impacts local economies. 

This year, 365 U.S. economic devel-
opment professionals and consultants 
completed the survey. 

About 41 percent were employees of 
economic development departments or 

Broadband  
As a Community Asset
Economic development professionals weigh in on what broadband can and 
can’t do for local economies.

agencies, 20 percent worked for other 
state or local government agencies, 14 
percent worked for nonprofit organiza-
tions and 7 percent worked for economic 
development consulting firms. A major-
ity held executive or managerial roles. 

InTerneT Speed and  
CompeTITIon
Survey respondents were asked whether 
their local providers delivered the Internet 
access speeds needed to achieve desired 
economic outcomes. Fully 18 percent of 
respondents said they did not have suf-
ficient speed and had given up hope that 
this problem would be resolved. Another 
13 percent said they did not have enough 
speed but were trying to find or create a 
solution. The remaining respondents had 
adequate speed for the present, though 
not necessarily for the future. 

Respondents were asked whether 
their areas had enough competitors to 

improve broadband price, speed and 
availability. Typically, communities that 
lack sufficient competition either have 
one or two large providers dictating 
prices and quality or have small provid-
ers that are geographically limited. 

A significant 43.5 percent of respon-
dents reported that their jurisdictions 
had just one cable and one telecom com-
pany – too few competitors to impact 
pricing or service quality. Fifteen percent 
were in an even more difficult position 
– they had monopoly providers. Thirty-
seven percent had multiple telecom or 
cable providers. Finally, 4 percent said 
their community-owned networks en-
couraged marketplace competition. 

When 117 respondents were given 
a simple “yes” or “no” option to answer 
whether they had sufficient competi-
tion, only 39 percent replied “yes” and 
61 percent replied “no.” 

How doeS BroadBand ImpaCT 
eConomIC ouTComeS?
Economic developers were asked to 
weigh in on six outcomes that policy-
makers frequently cite to justify build-
ing broadband networks: attracting new 
businesses, making local companies 
more competitive, reviving depressed 

“Does your area have enough competitors 
to improve broadband price, speed and 

availability?” In the 2012 survey, only four in 10 
economic development professionals said yes.
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business districts, reviving depressed 
communities, improving individuals’ 
ability to earn income and increasing 
home-based businesses. 

Respondents were more likely to say 
that fiber broadband directly impacted 
economic outcomes, particularly by at-
tracting new businesses to a community, 
than that wireless broadband did. This 
response has been consistent in every 
year of the survey. 

Respondents were less optimistic 
about broadband’s ability to revive de-
pressed business districts and individual 
communities than about other outcomes. 
However, if broadband attracts new busi-
nesses to an area and makes current local 
businesses more competitive, shouldn’t 
these outcomes revitalize depressed busi-
ness districts? Similarly, if broadband 
leads to an increase of home-based busi-
nesses, doesn’t this lead to communities 
becoming less depressed and individuals 
becoming more prosperous? 

One reason for this discrepancy may 
be that, with the intense national and lo-
cal focus on creating jobs as soon as pos-
sible, diverting resources to any project 
that does not address this immediate ob-
jective has a lower priority. Perhaps mem-
bers of the broadband industry (or eco-
nomic development organizations) need 
to step up education that draws the con-
nections among these sets of outcomes. 

perSonal eConomIC  
developmenT 
An economic outcome commonly attrib-
uted to broadband is that it helps individ-
uals find jobs. Many broadband efforts 
aimed at reaching low-income individu-
als – building new computing centers, 
giving discounts for Internet access sub-
scriptions, funding broadband adoption 
programs – reflect this thinking. 

However, only 11.5 percent of eco-
nomic developers in the survey thought 
that facilitating job search was the most 
important way for broadband to help 
individuals. A much larger 46.8 percent 
indicated that improving job skills and 
professional development was the best 
target outcome, and 24.6 percent said 
broadband excelled at helping individu-
als transition into new industries. Indi-
viduals’ reaching higher education levels 
was seen by 17 percent of respondents as 
broadband’s biggest impact. 

Creating programs to facilitate job 
search shortchanges the main value of 
broadband. Government doesn’t get the 
best return on its investment, and indi-
viduals, though they may find job list-
ings, are no more prepared to compete 
in getting jobs or in getting ahead on 
the job. Employers are similarly short-
changed as they lose the opportunity to 
hire more skilled workers. 

enCouragIng  
enTrepreneurSHIp
When respondents were asked whether 
broadband could be used to encourage 
low-income individuals to become en-
trepreneurs, 65 percent said they either 
had witnessed this type of outcome or 
believed it was likely. 

Nineteen percent said support pro-
grams were needed to produce this out-
come. As with most assets, broadband 
by itself does not produce results – there 

must also be programs that teach basic 
disciplines such as how to create effec-
tive websites or operate businesses. 

Over the years I have surveyed IEDC 
members, this question has always re-
ceived strong positive answers, and the 
percentage of respondents who have wit-
nessed this outcome in their communi-
ties inches up steadily. Economic devel-
opers should keep local statistics on how 
many low-income constituents leave the 
unemployment rolls to become entre-
preneurs based in some part on broad-
band availability. Tracking the number 
of constituents who leave jobs to become 
entrepreneurs would also be helpful. 

Survey participants were also asked 
whether broadband could turn home-
based businesses into an economic force 
within their communities. A slightly 
higher percentage of respondents than 
for the previous question had either wit-
nessed this outcome or believed it was 
very likely. A lower percentage (9.3 per-
cent) felt support programs were needed 
to achieve this goal, possibly because re-
spondents thought the general popula-
tion had fewer hurdles to overcome than 
underserved people did. 

When media and local officials talk 
about economic development, they talk 
about big companies’ relocations rather 
than about individuals’ making finan-
cial strides. This leads officials to em-
phasize access or adoption as broadband 
goals and to set expectations that once 
constituents have access, their economic 
lots will improve. However, these survey 
results reveal that more is involved. 

Using broadband to its full potential 
to improve job skills, professional de-
velopment and education requires net-
works that are fast enough to support 
online training programs, collaboration 
and multimedia capabilities. It requires 
broadband connections to institutions. 

As economic benefits of broadband, job training 
and professional development are far more 
significant than assistance with job search.

economic outcome/Technology wireless Fiber

attracting new businesses 39.9% 58.3%

reviving business districts 22.5% 28.5%

Helping local companies grow 39.3% 51.8%

reviving communities 20.2% 27.5%

Helping individuals in job market 21.0% 30.1%

promoting home businesses 41.3% 48.0%
Figure 1: Percentage of respondents who said broadband directly impacted economic outcome
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It also requires support from the local 
business community, government and 
nonprofits. 

Ignoring this reality means short-
changing the potential value of broad-
band and frustrating low-income people 
who don’t have the skills to use the In-
ternet or to compete effectively for the 
many jobs requiring tech skills. Internet 
access alone doesn’t do much to help in-
dividuals advance in their jobs or their 
professions. Yet broadband vendors, 
politicians and policymakers raise these 
expectations when they overhype the ca-
pabilities of broadband adoption. Adop-
tion means nothing unless the greater 
issues survey respondents indicated are 
important are addressed. 

The discussion must be expanded to 
include converting low-income, elderly 
and rural individuals into entrepre-
neurs. Starting a business, even a one-
person operation, can be the only option 
when there are few or no jobs locally –  
think of all the companies that have 
made it a policy not to hire the long-
term unemployed. The Internet opens 
opportunities for those willing to hang 
out a digital shingle, even if their wares 
or services do not involve technology. 

Home-based businesses are a distinct 
category. No one has to be unemployed 

or quit a day job to run one. Starting a 
business at home can be easy because 
such businesses fly under the radar of 
current bosses and zoning laws. 

Publicity drives, small-business as-
sistance programs, online support and 
other tactics can help create, grow and 
track home-based businesses. Economic 
developers should pay attention to the 
correlation between facilitating home 
businesses and reducing unemployment. 
To benefit their communities, individu-
als don’t have to make huge profits; they 
just have to be self-sufficient and not on 
public assistance. 

THe need For Speed 
Survey participants were asked what 
broadband speeds would be required by 
2014 to achieve various economic out-
comes. Fewer than 10 percent said that 
4 Mbps downstream – the FCC’s defini-
tion of adequate broadband – was suffi-
cient for any desired economic outcome. 
Between 26 percent and 32 percent of 
respondents felt the minimum needed 
was 100 Mbps to 120 Mbps. The second 
most popular speed (except for attract-
ing new businesses) was 25 Mbps to 50 
Mbps, with 21 percent to 28 percent 
of respondents indicating this was the 
minimum needed. 

Surprisingly, 1 Gbps polled lower 
than might be expected, given the pub-
licity Chattanooga and Kansas City 
have received for their 1 Gbps networks. 
To economic development pros, a gig 
seems only moderately important. Only 
about 16 percent said 1 Gbps was needed 
to revive depressed communities and 
businesses, and even fewer (9 percent) 
thought a gig was needed to increase the 
number of home-based businesses. 

However, when the goal is attract-
ing new businesses to town, 27 percent 
thought 1 Gbps was the minimum speed 
required, and another 16 percent said 
500 Mbps. Formal data collection is fi-
nally under way (though no studies have 
yet been released) to learn exactly how 
much broadband influences businesses’ 
decisions to move or expand facilities. 

These minimum requirements do 
not assume that every individual needs 
this much speed. These speeds are nec-
essary to support the hundreds or thou-
sands of businesses and individuals that 
will use the network simultaneously in a 
community. 

Because of the FCC’s benchmark of 
4 Mbps downstream and 1 Mbps up-
stream, entities that request money from 
federal agencies can qualify for billions 
of dollars by meeting these standards, 
which economic development profession-
als clearly view as inadequate. Broadband 
maps from federal and state agencies de-
termine that communities are served by 
broadband – and thus are ineligible for 
government assistance – if those commu-
nities meet this low threshold. 

When state governments develop 
broadband policies, establish funding 

economic outcome/ 
Broadband Speed

2–4 mbps 10–12 
mbps

25–50 
mbps

100–120 
mbps

500 mbps 1 gbps

attracting new businesses 3.6% 6.8% 13.6% 32.1% 16.3% 27.6%

reviving business districts 7.4% 14.4% 21.4% 29.3% 11.2% 16.3%

Helping local companies grow 4.1% 11.8% 23.5% 32.1% 13.1% 15.4%

reviving communities 8.4% 16.3% 24.2% 25.6% 10.2% 15.3%

Helping individuals in job market 4.2% 15.3% 25.0% 31.8% 15.3% 8.5%

promoting home businesses 8.3% 15.6% 28.4% 27.1% 11.5% 9.2%

Boosting worker training 6.4% 16.0% 26.5% 26.5% 12.3% 12.3%

Helping individuals in job market 4.2% 15.3% 25.0% 31.8%  15.3% 8.5%
Figure 2: Percentage of respondents identifying broadband speeds needed to produce an economic outcome

Using broadband to promote professional 
development requires fast networks and 
broadband connections for institutions.
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programs, commit resources and mea-
sure the success of policies and pro-
grams, the federal definition of broad-
band guides those actions. It is difficult 
to expect success from programs guided 
by a speed threshold that more than 90 
percent of experts believe insufficient. 

Some will ask, “Who needs a gig?” 
Stakeholders from cities and towns 
across the United States all distinguish 
between what they need now or next 
year and what they feel will be necessary 
in five to 10 years. A gigabit is popular 
because astute communities are looking 
to the future. As an economic develop-
ment asset, a 1 Gbps network will ap-
preciate in value as time goes on, and it 
will increase the value of the many other 
assets the network impacts. 

urBan CommunITIeS
Broadband infrastructure assistance is 
reserved mostly for rural communities; 
low-income urban communities mainly 
receive grants and resources to address 
adoption of existing broadband services. 
However, a clear majority of survey re-
spondents (63.6 percent) said “faster 
networks, cheaper Internet services” 
would be more effective in urban areas 
than traditional remedies such as build-
ing computer centers and broadband 
marketing campaigns.  

There is a disconnect between policy 
(or perceptions of what certain policies 
should be) and what economic develop-
ers feel is best for constituents. Insisting 
that urban areas need a lot of comput-
ing centers and marketing programs is 
a cart-without-the-horse approach that 
falls short. 

When infrastructure is abysmal in 
poor communities, there are no horses 
to bring the carts bearing the wealth 
of benefits that computing centers pro-
duce. What is the point of marketing 
the value of Internet access when shoddy 
infrastructure will only frustrate and 
disappoint those who believe the adop-
tion hype? 

The policy that has not been tried –  
in addition to “faster networks and 
cheaper Internet services” – is train-
ing people to use broadband to gener-
ate and increase personal wealth. More 
than 14 percent of respondents recom-

As an economic development asset, a 1 Gbps 
network will appreciate in value as time goes on, 

and it will increase the value of the many  
other assets the network impacts.

mended training low-income people to 
use broadband to create wealth. 

If policymakers and government 
agencies want to drive adoption, they 
should set up partnerships with appro-
priate corporations, nonprofits and oth-
ers to train people to develop IT skills 
and get certifications in those skills. 
There is a laundry list of work and entre-
preneurial skills that are marketable to 
employers with professional jobs. 

reCommendaTIonS
To cultivate broadband as an economic 
development asset requires a significant 
amount of planning by local stakehold-
ers, including, obviously, economic de-
velopment professionals. This checklist 
can help initiate the process. 

1. Conduct needs assessment on an on-
going basis. This requires a process 
to gather feedback about stakehold-

ers’ business or economic needs, how 
broadband can help them meet their 
needs and what realistic economic 
outcomes will result. 

2. Educate elected officials, community 
leaders and key stakeholders about 
what broadband technology can and 
cannot do. An engineering course 
isn’t required, just a non-techie’s ba-
sic breakdown of main features and 
capabilities of wireless, wired and 
other technologies. 

3. Part two of the education process 
is teaching community stakeholder 
groups what they can do with broad-
band and what the economic ben-
efits are. Be sure to distinguish be-
tween applications that run on the 
network and what the stakeholders 
can do with the high-speed commu-
nications infrastructure itself. 

4. Communicate and collaborate with 

communities that are building or 
using broadband networks they’ve 
built alone or through partnerships. 
There are hundreds of communities 
to choose from. 

5. Create stakeholder partnerships for 
economic success that include public, 
private and nonprofit organizations. 
As survey data revealed, many efforts 
to leverage broadband as an asset and 
produce economic outcomes require 
support programs and resources. 

6. Create an ecosystem that enables 
building an industry around the 
broadband network. The city of 
Mitchell, S.D., built a self-sustaining 
technology industry for itself using 
broadband. The city of Danville, 
Va., built a strong medical services 
industry in a similar fashion. 

7. Create a system for promoting 
home-based businesses and tracking 

their progress. These entrepreneurial 
ventures can be a stealth economic 
force with a noticeable impact if cul-
tivated properly. 

8. Measure the economic outcomes of 
broadband efforts to achieve and rec-
ognize full success. Share the find-
ings! These are still uncharted wa-
ters, and communities need to help 
each other get a leg up. 

9. Create a strategy for marketing 
broadband services. Unless sufficient 
numbers of businesses, organiza-
tions and individuals subscribe to a 
network, it will not be able to finan-
cially sustain itself. 

10. Market the fact that the community 
has broadband. Even if the network 
does not deliver gigabit service, mar-
ket the heck out of its capabilities 
and the economic benefits of being 
in the community. v


