
Overview
In the last two decades, broadband, or high-speed internet access, has evolved from a luxury consumer good into 
essential infrastructure, underpinning Americans’ ability to work, learn, access healthcare, and participate fully in 
civic and economic opportunities. Like other systems that people rely on every day—including electricity, roads, 
and water treatment—broadband requires durable policies to make and keep access available, affordable, and 
reliable. While rising consumer demand, competition, and public and private funding for network expansion have 
helped make broadband available for most Americans, millions of households and businesses across the country 
still lack access to this indispensable tool. 

Policymakers may pursue different ways of expanding connectivity, but actions at every level of government 
demonstrate broad bipartisan recognition of the importance of universal broadband service. For The Pew 
Charitable Trusts’ broadband access initiative, universal access means access to high-speed, reliable, and 
affordable broadband for every household and business, regardless of location or income.1 States play an 
essential role in creating the policy framework to achieve this goal. 
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For The Pew Charitable Trusts’ broadband access initiative, universal access means access to high-speed, 
reliable, and affordable broadband for every household and business, regardless of location or income. 
This goal reflects the federal principle of universal service, which holds that all households and businesses 
should have access to quality telecommunications services, including broadband, at affordable rates.2 

A durable state broadband policy framework will address four interdependent challenges: 

	• Availability: ensuring that networks are built and expanded to reach all households and businesses.

	• Affordability: ensuring that households and businesses can pay for connections to those networks over time. 

	• Performance: ensuring that broadband speeds can support modern applications.

	• Long-term quality: ensuring that networks use technologies that can be adapted to deliver the necessary 
levels of service into the future. 

These are supply-and-demand challenges that cannot be addressed in isolation. Networks built without 
attention to quality and affordability risk low consumer adoption and unsustainable business models. Conversely, 
affordability policies are effective only if reliable, high-quality connections are available.

Since 2020, when the COVID-19 pandemic accelerated the digitalization of government services, education, 
healthcare, and commerce, states have emerged as central actors in the effort to expand broadband access. 
State policymakers have created and empowered state broadband offices (SBOs) to lead statewide broadband 
planning and investment, and those offices are now serving as the primary implementers of major federal 
broadband programs. The Broadband Equity, Access, and Deployment (BEAD) program, which was enacted as 
part of the bipartisan Infrastructure Investment and Jobs Act of 2021, placed states at the center of a historic 
federal investment in deployment, a decision that reflects their capacity to design and administer programs 
responsive to local conditions.3

But federal investment alone cannot guarantee universal access. Federal broadband programs are time-limited, 
and their rules and priorities can shift. By enacting BEAD, Congress created a onetime $42.45 billion program to 
connect all unserved and underserved locations using high-speed, future-proof networks—effectively favoring 
fiber in most locations because of its durability and potential for upgrades.4 But challenges in the succeeding 
years altered the program’s trajectory. Stalled by complex planning processes and, more recently, shifting funding 
requirements, BEAD-funded projects began breaking ground only in May 2026, more than four years after the 
program’s enactment.5 Further, changes instituted in 2025, including an emphasis on lower-cost technologies, 
are expected to cut total deployment awards roughly in half and to shift many locations away from fiber to 
technology that will require earlier updates.6 

A combination of sustained private investment and government funding programs has driven measurable 
progress, with the number of unserved and underserved locations falling from an estimated 12 million in 2022 to 
roughly 4 million today.7 BEAD is expected to connect many of the remaining locations, but estimates suggest 1 
million to more than 2 million locations will remain without broadband even after BEAD funds are spent.8 Some 
of these gaps may emerge with the construction of new homes and businesses in unserved areas; others may 
persist because of shortcomings in other federal programs. But any gaps in coverage are a reminder that universal 
access is not a fixed endpoint, and that the task of sustaining coverage over time will increasingly fall to states.
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Taken together, these dynamics place broadband policy at a critical crossroads. BEAD still offers an 
unprecedented chance to expand broadband availability, but states will continue to face challenges, including 
affordability, upgrades to legacy networks, and population growth and development. State leaders cannot assume 
that another federal program of BEAD’s scale will become available. They will need to shift their broadband 
approach away from a reliance on one-time investments and toward sustainable policies that can be adapted to 
each state’s political, market, and geographic realities.

History provides an example of similar state-level action. Following the enactment of the Rural Electrification 
Act of 1936, state-level institutions, including public utility commissions and state-supported cooperatives, built 
on federal investment to expand and sustain service beyond a single funding program.9 Broadband progress will 
similarly depend on state policies that maintain and build on the gains made through federal investments. This 
issue brief aims to support state lawmakers, governors’ offices, and broadband policymakers as they develop 
the policy frameworks capable of safeguarding recent success and driving continued progress toward universal, 
affordable, high-speed internet access. 

A state framework for sustaining broadband progress
This issue brief identifies four cornerstones of a state‑level policy framework that, when pursued together, create 
the conditions necessary for universal broadband access: 

	• Dedicated broadband deployment funding. 

	• Affordability requirements for broadband service.

	• Minimum speed standards. 

	• Network scalability requirements. 

These cornerstones are not a prescriptive model that states must adopt in identical ways. Rather, they are a 
foundational set of policies that can be adapted to each state’s needs and that together address availability, 
affordability, performance, and long-term quality, creating the conditions for universal access. States should 
still consider ways of building on these cornerstones, including policies to sustain SBOs, alleviate barriers to 
broadband deployment, enable program evaluation, and help residents get online and make effective use of 
their connections, including through digital skills training and access to devices such as computers and tablets. 
Research indicates that such policies help safeguard affordable access and support competition, investment in 
scalable broadband infrastructure, and economic return.10  

Unlike many essential services, broadband is delivered primarily through private-sector providers. States 
have generally advanced broadband goals through funding programs, affordability requirements, and network 
performance standards rather than through direct regulation of prices or service. The cornerstones presented 
in this issue brief build on these established approaches and elevate options that account for differing political 
environments. They are designed to help states advance universal access on an ongoing, consistent basis, moving 
away from the boom-and-bust cycle of public investment. As they apply cornerstone recommendations, states 
can craft policies that reflect their specific needs and account for the progress and expertise their broadband 
offices have achieved in recent years. Pew recommends that such policies apply statewide, but, at a minimum, 
they can be embedded in state-funded broadband programs to ensure that public investments deliver lasting 
public benefit.

This issue brief examines the historical precedent for these cornerstones to explain what each policy does, why 
they are mutually reinforcing, and why states are positioned to enact them. 
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Cornerstone 2:  
Affordability approaches as a part of state law
Definition: Affordability approaches refer to state policies 
designed to ensure that households can subscribe to and maintain 
broadband connections, as well as to help secure a return on 
investment for providers building public networks.

Why it matters: Every state has identified affordability as a barrier 
to access, and Pew’s research shows that affordability levels 
vary across states. Given the limited regulatory tools available, 
addressing this problem will require flexibility in state solutions.

Cost of inaction: Without state affordability policies, low-income 
households risk being priced out of service even as new networks 
are built with public dollars, and internet service providers (ISPs) 
will face increased uncertainty around their investments.

4 Policy Cornerstones for Universal Broadband Access
Together, these foundational approaches can help states assure connectivity

Cornerstone 1:  
State broadband deployment funding
Definition: State broadband deployment funding refers to 
recurring, state-appropriated funds established by statute to 
support last-mile broadband deployment to homes and businesses. 
Because the funding is independent of federal programs, it provides 
state policymakers the flexibility to set their own priorities, 
standards, and program rules. 

Why it matters: Major state-led investments—totaling $1.3 billion 
in 2025 alone—have raised standards and expanded access 
beyond what federal programs have provided.11 But annual state-
level spending varies significantly, ranging from $461.8 million in 
Texas to $11 million in Wisconsin.12

Cost of inaction: Without dedicated funding, states risk losing the 
flexibility needed to close remaining access gaps and maintain 
network standards, stalling progress toward statewide access to 
reliable, affordable broadband service.
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Cornerstone 4:  
Network scalability
Definition: Scalability refers to a network’s ability to handle more 
users and deliver higher speeds over time without reconstruction of 
underlying infrastructure.

Why it matters: Network demands from consumers and businesses 
often evolve more quickly than networks can be replaced. 
Networks that cannot scale may quickly become obsolete, putting 
communities at risk of being left behind. 

Cost of inaction: States that do not have scalability requirements 
may fund networks that cannot keep pace with future speed and 
performance demands across the state. 

Cornerstone 3:  
Higher speed minimums
Definition: Speed measures the rate, expressed in megabits per 
second (Mbps), at which a device sends or receives data and is 
used in public policy to determine whether a location has access to 
quality internet service.

Why it matters: Modern realities such as remote work and 
telehealth appointments require fast, reliable connections, and 
minimum speed standards help ensure that public investment funds 
infrastructure capable of supporting those applications. 

Cost of inaction: Without codified state-level speed requirements, 
communities risk being locked into inadequate infrastructure that 
cannot support consumer needs or attract future investment.

What we have learned
Over the past decade, research and evaluation of federal and state broadband policies have identified key 
lessons that will help achieve and sustain universal access. The Affordable Connectivity Program (ACP), a federal 
program that provided discounts on internet service for eligible households, demonstrated that demand-side 
supports can benefit both consumers and industry.13 ACP helped increase broadband adoption among low-
income Americans and minimized the risk of customers dropping service, thus improving the economics for 
ISPs managing networks in high-cost areas of the country.14 After exhausting its initial appropriation, ACP ended 
in 2024 without additional congressional funding. The program’s expiration resulted in millions of households 
downgrading or disconnecting their service, underscoring the reality that time-limited subsidies cannot guarantee 
sustainable affordability.15
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State broadband grant programs have demonstrated that dedicated broadband deployment funding can extend 
networks into previously unserved areas, while funding requirements can reinforce a state’s emphasis on network 
quality and scalability. In Tennessee, for example, the state invested $25 million across the first two years of a 
grant program (fiscal years 2018 and 2019).16 That effort leveraged $30 million in private matching funds but 
received more than $128 million in grant requests in the program’s second year—revealing the scale of unmet 
need across the state.17 

State funding has also given policymakers the flexibility to solve discrete, community-specific coverage gaps. 
For example, line extension programs in eight states, funded through a mix of state appropriations and federal 
funds, connected individual homes and businesses sitting just beyond existing last-mile infrastructure, where 
construction costs had limited private investment.18 

In 2024, the Federal Communications Commission (FCC) updated its definition of broadband speed to 100/20 
Mbps, the first such update in nine years.19 But the FCC made clear that speed alone is an insufficient measure 
of broadband connectivity. The federal standard functions as a floor rather than a ceiling, and states are free to 
adopt higher benchmarks. 

However, speed measurements do not capture whether service is sufficient for households. Although some 
states had established speed benchmarks that met or exceeded the FCC definition, others awarded grants tied to 
outdated speed standards, and their investments quickly fell short of modern needs.20 States such as Minnesota, 
which had formalized speed and availability goals in statute ahead of the federal update, could align their grant 
programs with higher standards from the outset and avoid funding networks that risked being quickly outdated.21 

With the development of new broadband transmission technologies, decisions for policymakers, who must weigh 
the benefits and limitations of each option, have become increasingly complex. Some states, including Maine, 
have taken steps to ensure that investments prioritize long-term network sustainability over short-term cost 
savings.22 A Pew-supported analysis by Cornell University in 2023 examined 724 state grants across 17 states 
from 2014 to 2020 and found that 57% funded fiber, primarily in low-density metro and nonmetro areas—an 
indication that many states were already working to prioritize speed and scalability over upfront costs.23 

Scalability requirements are often viewed as a preference for fiber and in practice have directed more investment 
toward it. However, scalability, not technology selection, is the underlying goal of those funding preferences. 
As other technologies, including fixed wireless and low-earth-orbit satellite, continue to advance, more options 
can help meet scalability objectives, particularly in high-cost, low-density areas where fiber is most difficult 
to deploy.24 The relevant question for policymakers is not which technology to choose but whether a funded 
network can continue meeting performance expectations over its service life.

These lessons illustrate the interdependent nature of funding, affordability, speed, and scalability requirements 
in broadband policy. Demand-side supports like ACP benefit both consumers and industry but are 
unsustainable without durable funding; state grant programs can extend networks where private investment 
falls short but work best with clear performance requirements; and speed and scalability standards ensure that 
public dollars fund infrastructure built for both current and future needs. Pew’s work on broadband access over 
the past eight years, including field-wide diagnostic assessments and engagement with SBOs, industry experts, 
nonprofit leaders, and researchers, has consistently confirmed that only together can the four cornerstones 
help achieve universal access. 
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The 4 cornerstones 
Individually, each of the four broadband policy cornerstones addresses one of the four distinct barriers to 
universal access: availability, affordability, performance, and long-term quality. Together, they represent a 
multifaceted approach that responds to the economic realities of deployment for ISPs and adoption among 
consumers—an approach that will endure beyond any single funding program or federal initiative, and that will 
evolve to provide lasting, meaningful access for households and businesses across a state.

Deployment funding helps close access gaps where market incentives are weak, and state resources can help 
pick up where previous programs left off.25 

Affordability policies accomplish two needs: First, they help ensure that the benefits of new and upgraded 
networks reach households that otherwise would be priced out of service, particularly in rural areas.26 Second, 
they stabilize the customer base that ISPs need to operate.27 Because of the significant up-front costs of building 
new networks, providers need a stable subscriber base to keep their networks financially viable.28 An analysis 
by Pew in 2024 reinforced the need for affordability solutions, finding that every state had identified cost to 
consumers as a leading barrier to adoption.29 Persistent subscription disparities and stagnating adoption in home 
broadband also point to affordability challenges.30  

Speed standards help states properly target investments and protect against investment in networks that will fail 
to keep pace with evolving technological applications and consumer needs.31 

Scalability requirements safeguard publicly funded networks against technological obsolescence, helping to 
prevent network performance limitations, including issues with speed and latency, that can worsen over time. 
While Pew recommends that states prioritize fiber deployments, advancements in alternative technologies, such 
as low-earth-orbit satellite and fixed wireless, have improved and expanded the range of options for high-cost 
areas.32 Scalability requirements provide a standard that applies across the technology mix chosen by states, 
ensuring that publicly funded networks can meet rising demand without costly rebuilds.33 

Beyond the cornerstones, states should continue to focus on program administration, consumer outreach 
and support networks, technical assistance, digital skills, deployment barriers, and coordination with local 
governments and anchor institutions in communities. However, as state lawmakers begin to consider how to 
alleviate gaps left by federal programs or natural market dynamics, Pew’s research indicates that the four policy 
cornerstones represent a minimum foundation for access; together, they address the full range of conditions 
necessary for universal access in a way that no individual policy can.
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How the 4 cornerstones fit together

Experience across states shows that the four cornerstones work in tandem. Minimum speed standards and 
network scalability requirements, together, help protect the long‑term value of infrastructure investments. 
A speed standard sets a baseline expectation for service quality, ensuring that publicly funded networks can 
support uses such as remote work, telehealth, and online education.34 Scalability requirements ensure that 
network infrastructure can be upgraded cost-effectively as usage and applications grow.35 Together, speed and 
scalability help ensure that networks funded today remain functional, relevant, and cost‑effective over their full 
life cycle.

Deployment funding and affordability policies are similarly linked. Dedicated state funding provides the resources 
needed to expand and upgrade networks, particularly in high‑cost or hard‑to‑reach areas where market 
incentives alone are insufficient or that federal programs have not served. But network construction does not 
guarantee adoption, and price remains the leading barrier, particularly for low-income households.36 Research 
links broadband use—not just availability—to gains in economic and societal outcomes, including improvements 
in employment, income, and health outcomes.37 Those benefits materialize only when households can afford to 
get and stay online.

If connections are priced at rates higher than what low-income households can afford, the public benefit is only 
partially realized, and the ISPs that build networks with public funds risk an unsustainable operating environment.38 
Pew recommends that states adopt affordability policies statewide, so that they serve all communities. As 
a stopgap measure, states should pair affordability requirements with publicly funded broadband programs, 
ensuring that networks built with state dollars reach the communities that need them. Pew’s research reinforces 
this point, finding that the simple existence of a connection is not sufficient.39 Cost and quality—speed, reliability, 
latency—all influence a consumer’s choice to purchase service. When paired with deployment funding, affordability 
requirements help safeguard both public investment and long‑term service viability.
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The interdependencies of these four policies underscore a central finding of Pew’s research: Partial approaches 
address specific barriers to availability or alleviate short-term connectivity gaps, but they fall short of 
sustaining universal access over time. Pew’s examination of state broadband programs found that the most 
effective approaches rely on a set of mutually reinforcing practices, as opposed to isolated interventions.40 The 
cornerstones are adaptable to states’ needs and differences, but their shared purpose remains: creating the policy 
conditions for universal access that last beyond individual funding programs or political cycles.

Why states must act 
The challenge facing states is not only to expand broadband access but also to sustain progress once investments have 
been made. Networks will require ongoing maintenance and upgrades, affordability barriers will persist, and new homes 
and businesses will create demand for service. 

As private investment and public programs continue to narrow the gap, these challenges will become increasingly 
localized. In 2025 alone, states enacted more than 160 broadband-related bills and resolutions.41 Such state-level 
activity demonstrates the variance in the remaining barriers to universal access. A growing community may need to 
connect newly built homes, while a rural household just beyond existing infrastructure may need a line extension or 
targeted extension. Connections may be available for low-income households or those with fixed incomes, such as 
aging Americans, but they may be unaffordable. 

Wide variability also exists within the broadband industry: While most Americans receive service from the 10 largest 
providers, more than 2,000 ISPs operate across the country, each with different cost structures, geography, topography, 
and consumer needs.42 Pew’s research has found that these conditions range not only across states but also within 
them, requiring policy action and choices that address local geography, consumer affordability, market structure, and 
future growth.43 State-level policies can account for these considerations in ways that national policy alone cannot. 

As states move toward implementing the final tranche of federal deployment funds through BEAD, they must also 
ensure that the policy conditions that support broadband expansion persist after federal funding is spent down and as 
federal policy evolves. The ACP, which was helping more than 23 million low-income households to maintain service, 
lapsed in 2024.44 The federal Universal Service Fund (USF), another funding support option that has long subsidized 
broadband deployment and adoption in high-cost and low-income communities, faces declining revenues and an 
uncertain future.45 Congressional working groups have been established to modernize USF, but the ultimate outcome 
and timing of any changes are unclear.46 While additional federal programs are available for broadband deployment, 
they are more limited in geographic scope or intent.

With responsibility for sustaining broadband progress increasingly shifting to states, policymakers will need durable 
policies capable of addressing these local challenges. SBOs, deployment programs, and affordability initiatives, many of 
which predate recent federal activity, have helped establish the institutional foundation that states can use to translate 
time-limited federal broadband investments into long-term policy solutions. This shift mirrors similar transitions in state 
policy related to other essential infrastructure: State resources and expertise now play a critical role in maintaining the 
nation’s transportation networks, water systems, and electric grid.47 

BEAD provides significant deployment resources while also embedding affordability and service quality requirements 
into a law aimed at expanding access, protecting consumers, and providing greater certainty for ISPs participating in the 
program. But BEAD was never intended to be a silver-bullet solution. It was, by design, a one-time intervention to help 
states pay the high costs of deployment and ensure that all currently unserved and underserved Americans have access 
to a minimum standard of service. As BEAD funds are committed and spent, the question facing states is not whether 
a new federal program will follow but how to cement the gains made through federal programs and sustain state-level 
progress toward guaranteeing high-speed, reliable, and affordable broadband for every household. 
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Conclusion
No single policy or program can achieve universal broadband access on its own. Sustained investment, 
affordability requirements, speed standards, and scalable networks each address different barriers to 
connectivity.48 When combined, these four cornerstone policies reinforce one another, helping states protect 
public investment, meet evolving demands from consumers and businesses, and expand.

Underlying these cornerstones is a shift in how state leaders think about broadband. While one-time federal 
investments are helping close connectivity gaps, they have also revealed the limits of what any single program 
can achieve. Like other essential services, broadband infrastructure requires continuous investment and 
maintenance to remain operational and available to all households and businesses. Sustainable investment 
is paramount as Americans continue to rely ever more on connectivity for work, education, healthcare, and 
economic opportunity, and states can take the lead in creating lasting solutions. 

As of 2026, 34 states have adopted at least two of the four cornerstones for universal broadband access, and two 
have adopted all four. As BEAD implementation begins in earnest, every state has an opportunity to review its 
broadband policies and enshrine a foundational framework in law, establishing clear expectations for providers 
and programs while creating the continuity needed to support ISPs as well as consumers—and ensuring lasting 
access to universal, affordable high-speed internet service across the states.
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Methodology
In preparing this brief, Pew examined state adoption of four identified policies that research suggests can help 
support long-term access, affordability, and network performance. The four cornerstone policies are: 

	• Dedicated state funds for broadband infrastructure that incentivize ISPs to continue expanding and 
upgrading networks. 

	• Requirements that ISPs receiving public funding provide affordable options for consumers. 

	• Speed minimums of at least 100/20 Mbps.

	• Preferences for scalable technology that can keep pace with evolving technologies and market forces.

Pew’s research relies exclusively on publicly available state statutes and does not incorporate program 
implementation data or funding outcomes. This methodology is designed to capture the presence and structure 
of these cornerstone policies, rather than to evaluate a state program’s effectiveness or outcomes. 

For each cornerstone, Pew assessed each state’s statutory language to determine whether the state maintained 
the required standards. Following are the selection criteria for each cornerstone:

Dedicated state funds for last-mile broadband deployment that incentivize ISPs to continue 
expanding and upgrading networks 
Pew assessed states on whether they maintain a dedicated broadband infrastructure fund. Any state that 
had established a broadband deployment or maintenance program in statute was classified as meeting this 
cornerstone. Where applicable, Pew distinguishes between states that make ongoing state-level contributions to 
these funds and those that rely primarily on one-time or federal funding sources. 

Requirements that ISPs receiving public funding provide affordable options for consumers
Pew assessed affordability policies using three established policy approaches: a requirement that ISPs 
provide low-cost plans across the state; reform of state Universal Service Fund programs to include 
broadband in the service subsidies they provide to low-income households; and direct subsidies to 
consumers. States were classified as meeting the affordability cornerstone if they had at least one of these 
mechanisms codified in statute. 

Affordability provisions that appeared only as grant-scoring criteria, rather than as enforceable requirements, 
were not counted.

Speed minimums of at least 100/20 Mbps
Pew identified whether a state statute defined broadband service at 100/20 Mbps or explicitly defaulted to the 
FCC’s current broadband definition. States were classified as meeting this cornerstone if either condition was 
met. Moving forward, if the FCC updates its broadband speed benchmark, state classifications will be revisited to 
reflect those changes. 

Preferences for scalable technology that can keep pace with evolving technologies and 
market forces
Pew reviewed statutory language for references to network scalability or equivalent concepts. Because states use 
varied vocabulary, researchers accounted for terms including “future-proof technology” and “scalable networks,” 
as well as language requiring infrastructure to be capable of meeting future performance needs. States were 
classified as meeting this cornerstone when statutory language emphasized investment in technologies designed 
to support higher speeds over time, regardless of the specific language used. 
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