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Why We Don’t Know Enough About Broadband in the U.S. 
Networks May Be Global but Measurement Must Be Local – and Government 
Agencies Need Help to Do a Better Job 
 
By John B. Horrigan, Associate Director, Research, Pew Internet & American Life Project 
 
Half of all Americans now have broadband at home, according to the Pew Internet Project's 
September 2007 survey, marking the first time that as many as 50% of respondents say they 
have high-speed internet connections at home.1 This milestone in broadband adoption occurs at 
a time of close scrutiny of the data gathered by government agencies on broadband deployment. 
This backgrounder puts the rate of home broadband adoption in historical context before 
discussing in detail the issues surrounding broadband data collection and current legislation that 
seeks to make improvements.  
 
Even though telephone surveys, such as those conducted by the Pew Internet Project, continue 
to accurately measure broadband adoption and use at the national level, many key questions 
about the information society require fine-grained data about broadband deployment and use at a 
local level. This kind of detailed and publicly available information can only be collected by 
government agencies.  
 
The Fast Pace of Broadband Adoption  
 
Since broadband first became widely available to 
consumers in the late 1990s, adoption has hit the 
halfway point faster than most other information and 
communication technologies. It took 18 years for the 
personal computer to reach 50% of Americans, 18 
years for color TV, 15 years for the cell phone, 14 
years for the video cassette recorder, and 10 and one-
half years for the compact disc player. It has taken 
about 10 years for broadband to reach 50% of adults 
in their homes.2  
 
The quick pace at which high-speed internet has found 
its way into Americans’ homes stands in sharp contrast 
to how government statistical agencies have adapted 
to measuring broadband. The focal point for worrying 
about tracking broadband is America’s low ranking in international comparisons of home 
broadband penetration – 15th in 2007 according to statistics compiled by the Organization for 
Economic Cooperation and Development down from 4 in 2001.3 Policymakers wishing to criticize 

Adoption Time for Consumer 
Technologies 
 Years to 

reach 50% 
adoption 

Broadband (at home) 10 

Compact Disc Player 10.5 

Video Cassette Recorder 14 

Cell phones 15 

Color television 18 

Personal computer 18 
Sources: Pew Internet & American Life Surveys for 
broadband. Federal Communications Commission 
for other technologies listed. 
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the rankings quickly learn of the inadequacies in the data underlying the U.S. ranking collected by 
our own Federal Communications Commission.  
 
The Uneasy State of Broadband Data Collection 
 
As broadband’s importance in carrying out everyday activities grows, new issues arise for a 
variety of stakeholders. Rural communities may want to do something about lack of broadband 
infrastructure, but many don’t have the data to tell them precisely where deployment gaps exist. 
Economic development officials in cities wonder whether higher quality information infrastructure 
would improve their prospects for attracting jobs. The economists on whom they rely for answers 
struggle to provide reliable advice. That’s because there are no systematically collected and 
publicly available sources of data on adoption and deployment of broadband at the local level. 
Finally, a variety of organizations, large and small, for profit or not, want to know about the user 
experience to design service delivery programs more effectively.  
 
The research community has been aware of the data problems for some time, and in June 2006, 
researchers at the Pew Internet Project, the University of Texas at Austin, and the Massachusetts 
Institute of Technology convened a workshop to discuss ways to address them. The workshop 
included academics, state and federal officials from data-collection agencies, and staff from 
Capitol Hill. Soon thereafter, Congress began to consider how to improve data collection for 
broadband.  
 
Today, the Pew Internet Project is releasing an account of the workshop proceedings, which 
include researchers’ recommendations on data needs. For those interested in rich detail on the 
challenges in the current data environment – and the payoffs to dealing with them – this 
document should be an invaluable resource. A pervasive theme of the workshop can be summed 
up this way: “Networks may be global, but measurement must be local.”  
 
The gathered experts kept coming back to the need for granularity in data collection. That is, 
whether the goal is assessing economic impacts or understanding user behavior, data must be 
collected at the smallest geographic levels possible – smaller than areas captured by 5 digit zip 
codes. This would permit state and local officials to better understand the impacts of information 
technology in their areas. Workshop participants also agreed that the United States should be 
able to produce a map showing the availability of broadband infrastructure. This map must be 
built from the bottom-up, so measures at the local level are necessary in some detail. 
 
Current Legislation on Broadband Data Collection 
 
Legislation currently working its way through the House and the Senate captures many of the key 
points raised at the workshop. In the Senate, Commerce Committee Chairman Daniel Inouye has 
introduced the Broadband Data Improvement Act, which, among other provisions, calls on the 
FCC to reevaluate the current definition of broadband to develop a new “second generation 
broadband” metric. Workshop participants also called for updating the definition of broadband; the 
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current definition of broadband is 200 Kilobits per second in one direction – far slower than 
speeds advertised by most services today. The Inouye bill also requires providers to report 
broadband availability in 9 digit zip code areas – a level of disaggregation that will enable robust 
mapping of infrastructure. 
 
Inouye’s bill includes other provisions that reflect workshop discussions. It directs the Census 
Bureau to include in the American Community Survey (ACS) questions on residential computer 
use and dial-up versus broadband subscribership. The bill also addresses quality of service by 
asking the Government Accountability Office to develop metrics to enable consumers to compare 
information better on such issues as the cost and capability of home high-speed connections. An 
additional requirement in the bill is to have the Small Business Administration conduct a study of 
broadband’s impact on small businesses.4 
 
On the House side, the Energy and Commerce Committee approved on October 30 the 
Broadband Census of America Act, a bill sponsored by Congressman Ed Markey. The House bill 
directs the Commerce Department’s National Telecommunications and Information 
Administration to develop an interactive map of broadband infrastructure at the 9 digit zip code 
level – something not specified in the Senate bill. While the Senate directs the Census to include 
broadband questions in the ACS, the House bill designates the FCC as the agency to conduct 
periodic surveys of residential and business broadband users. The surveys will determine the 
technology people use, the price they pay for service, specifics on transmission speeds, as well 
as prices paid for service. Like the Senate, the House bill authorizes funding for grants to local 
planning organizations to facilitate technology planning. Whereas the Senate bill authorizes $40 
million over 5 years, the House bill specifies $300 million over 3 years.5 
 
At this point, it is unclear how the House and Senate would resolve their differences should each 
chamber approve a bill. Although there is widespread consensus on the desirability of better 
broadband data collection, details are controversial. Industry understandably worries that public 
disclosure information on infrastructure availability and network speeds could give away 
proprietary data. Depending on the level of specificity, data on user behavior raises worries about 
personal privacy. 
 
However, if improvements in broadband data collection are enacted into law, that is only the 
beginning of a process to map and measure information infrastructure in the United States better. 
Ongoing dialogue with research community is needed to properly implement any new law. The 
researchers assembled at the Pew Research Center will be key resources when the time comes 
to put into practice new broadband data collection provisions. 
 
Read the full workshop proceedings at pewinternet.org. 

                                                 
1 Pew Internet & American Life Survey of 2,400 adult Americans, fielded from August 3, 2007 through 
September 5, 2007. Margin of error is plus or minus 2 percentage points for the sample. 
2 Bauer et.al. date the beginning of widespread home broadband availability for cable and DSL to 1997. See 
Bauer, J.M., Gai, P., Kim, J., Muth, A., Wildman, S.S. (2002), “Whither Broadband 
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Policy”. Paper presented at the 30th Annual Telecommunications Policy Research 
Conference. Available online at http://tprc.org/papers/2002/72/Broadband_v1.pdf. 
3 OECD’s new Broadband Portal provides detail on five broadband indicators across different countries: 
penetration, usage, coverage, prices, and services and speed. Available online at: 
http://www.oecd.org/sti/ict/broadband.  
4 A summary of the Senate bill can be found at the website of the Benton Foundation: 
http://www.benton.org/node/6206. The Senate Commerce Committee has unanimously reported the bill to 
the full Senate for consideration. 
5 A summary of the House bill can be found at the website of the Benton Foundation, 
http://www.benton.org/node/6019.  


