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Introduction
With education having moved completely
online for most students over the last month,
the availability of internet at home is a more
critical issue than ever. Building out last-mile
infrastructure to supply home broadband is
not feasible in the short run, so mobile
networks are a logical solution for helping to
bridge the digital divide in the near future.
Legislators and FCC commissioners have
highlighted the immediate need for a stop-gap
measure to supply internet, particularly to
schools and students in areas underserved by
broadband home internet. To help operators
prioritize areas where home internet is
particularly lacking but mobile networks
provide good service, Tutela has crossreferenced its proprietary wireless network
performance data with information on areas
underserved by fixed broadband, using census
blocks that that were either eligible for the
FCC’s Connect America Fund, Phase II, or
were included in last year’s CAF Phase II
auction.
According to the wireless network
performance data, more than 2,500,000
households out of the 5,000,000 households
in our study are in areas covered by at least
one nationwide operator with adequate
service, which shows the potential scope of a
program to offer wireless hotspots to areas
most in need.
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Our analysis is based on an evaluation of

used by real-world wireless subscribers, the

wireless network performance at the census

data suggests that nationwide, more than

blockgroup level. We looked at mobile

2.5 million underserved households in our

network coverage and performance data

study are in areas covered by at least one

from the four largest U.S mobile operators:

nationwide operator with an adequate

Verizon, AT&T, T-Mobile and Sprint. We

network connection (using thresholds

considered T-Mobile and Sprint as separate

described below). To come to this

entities, as the new T-Mobile has yet to fully

conclusion, we considered coverage and

merge its network with Sprint’s.

performance of mobile networks in
blockgroups across 2,877 US counties and

Thanks to the geographic specificity of the

all 50 states, with these blockgroups

performance data, as well as the performance

containing over 5 million underserved

data coming from smartphones

households in total.
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National coverage
On a national level, it is clear that mobile

served by all four major mobile networks, a

operators have the potential to bring

majority of underserved households

internet to millions of underserved

nationwide are in areas adequately covered

households. While only a small proportion

by at least one operator.

of underserved households are in areas
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Regional percentage breakdown
Breaking this down regionally (using the

in the Plains, Great Lakes, Southwest, and

Bureau of Economic Analysis geographic

Mideast regions are covered by at least one

regions), it is evident that some areas are

operator, and most regions have nearly 40%

better-suited to internet provided via

of CAF-eligible households covered by at

wireless hotspots, both in terms of the

least one operator. Only New England and

number of underserved households, and

the Rocky Mountains, which have few

also the proportion of those covered by at

underserved households at all, have few of

least one operator.A majority of households

their underserved households covered.
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Regional total breakdown
Looking at the total number of underserved

underserved households are covered by at

households covered, rather than just the

least one wireless operator. The Great Lakes,

percentages, paints a slightly different

which is second in terms of total number of

picture of priorities. The Southeast, which

underserved households, as well as

has 39.5% of underserved households

underserved households covered, leads in

covered (one of the lowest overall), has the

terms of choice, as it has the most

most total underserved households, nearly a

underserved households covered by two or

million more than the next-closest region.

three wireless operators.

Over 700,000 of the Southeast’s

PAGE | 07

Locations with the most impact
In order to help shortlist
the areas where wireless
operators could make the
most difference — for
example, by providing
school districts with Wi-Fi
hotspots to be distributed
to students — we have
compiled a list of counties
where all four operators
provide good-quality
service, ordered by the
number of underserved
households within the
county.
This shortlist highlights
areas that could provide
the most immediate
results for any operator
looking to assist
underserved households
and students through the
provision of mobile
internet. Although the
shortlist is just a fraction
of the millions of
underserved households
nationwide that could
benefit from Wi-Fi
hotspots, it would likely
serve as an efficient
starting point.
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Conclusions
While the United States anticipates its path

Providing quick and effective solutions now

back to a “new normal”, the rise of more

to provide connectivity in areas that have

remote working and education is likely here

historically been underserved will be critical

to stay – not least in the short term, with 43

to keeping these areas functioning as

states having either ordered or

providers plan for more long term solutions

recommended that schools remain closed

supported by more robust federal and state

for the remainder of the academic year.

programs.
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