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A Letter from  
MAYOR GINTHER

Dear Neighbors,

 

The pandemic showed us more clearly than ever, that every resident must have full access to the 

digital world regardless of how much money they have. Opportunities for self improvement, social 

connection, and wealth building are endless online and are not limited to the zip code where you  

are born. The world is online, and we can’t leave residents behind in accessing the opportunities 

available to them.

In Franklin County, there are 80,000 households without home internet, which is estimated at 

200,000 residents.1 This number doesn’t show the tens of thousands of other residents that are 

barely making by financially and are at risk of not being able to pay next month’s subscription bill. 

Reliable Internet should be as ubiquitous and affordable as water and electricity. The City of 

Columbus has over 1,000 miles of fiber that we intend to leverage to bring affordable, high-speed 

Internet to our opportunity neighborhoods in partnership with the Private Sector.

In coordination with affordable, high-speed Internet access, residents should have access to quality 

devices and skills training to do what they want and need to do online. This Franklin County Digital 

Equity Action Agenda is a comprehensive examination of digital equity in our community and 

identifies actionable steps we can take to make a meaningful step toward closing the digital divide. 

This work is an essential part of the City’s Recovery and Resiliency plan. I commend the members of 

the Franklin County Digital Equity Coalition for their passion, commitment, and thoughtful efforts to 

advance digital equity.

Accessing services and paying bills online bring convenience that gives you time back, researching a 

new interest can lead to new life opportunities, working from home can benefit your quality of life, 

staying connected with friends online gives you community, monitoring your health can improve your 

wellbeing, and participating in online learning can increase earning potential. 

I am proud to support the recommendations included in this Digital Equity Action Agenda to ensure 

these basic benefits can be experienced by all residents, not just those who can afford it.

 

I invite you to read the Digital Equity Action Agenda and get involved in building a more equitable 

and digitally inclusive Columbus.

The Honorable Andrew J. Ginther

Mayor, City of Columbus

1	 American Community Survey, “Table B28003: Presence of a computer and type of Internet subscription in household,” U.S. Census 

Bureau, 17 March 2021.

2  |  Digital Equity Action Agenda



A Letter from the  
DIGITAL EQUITY COALITION

On behalf of the members of the Franklin County Digital Equity Coalition (DEC), a dedicated 

group of over 30 Franklin County and regional organizations, representing government, 

education, healthcare, social service, private sector and non-profit organizations — working 

together to advance digital inclusion activities to achieve digital equity. The Coalition initially 

formed in response to the pandemic in March 2020. Founded by the Mid-Ohio Regional Planning 

Council (MORPC), Columbus Metropolitan Library, and The Columbus Foundation. We have been 

meeting nearly weekly for two years understanding the dynamics of the issue, sharing best 

practices, and planning how to sustain and scale this work into the future.

Building off of the 2021 Digital Equity Framework and two years of research, resident 

engagement, and program implementation experience, we share this well-informed document  

to inform investment, focus collaboration, and guide the next phase of implementation. 

The DEC has developed this Action Agenda with the following guiding principles:

	 Focus on greatly reducing or eliminating the digital divide for under-

resourced households in Franklin County 

	 Acknowledge the history of systemic racism that has contributed to 

today’s digital divide

	 Keep residents at the center of this work, and engage lived experience 

experts in human-centered design (HCD) to advance the work

	 Take iterative approaches to implementation, and adapt to the changing 

federal and national environment

	 Collaborate in the spirit of the Columbus Way 

	 Build public-private partnerships to execute where it’s feasible

	 Make progress big and visible to other partners, and share learnings 

honestly and transparently

	 Align with other strategic Franklin County initiatives(e.g., the Recovery 

and Resiliency Report, Franklin County Poverty Blueprint, Mayor’s Climate 

Action Agenda, LinkUS, etc.).

Residents were consulted in the understanding and development of the recommendations 

included, and we are committed to keeping residents at the center of this work moving forward. 

Internet Service Providers (ISPs) were interviewed as part of this planning process. It is important 

to acknowledge that while there is still much work to be done, ISPs in the Columbus market have 

made significant steps to closing the digital divide and we look forward to working with them to 

implement these recommendations.

Steering Committee Members
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Introduction

FRANKLIN COUNTY
DIGITAL EQUITY COALITION



“…it’s becoming a primal 
need to have the Internet. 
The Internet allows people 
to live.”
– Artist living in Linden who works from home
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The digital divide is the gap we aim to 

close between those who have affordable 

access to connectivity, devices, skills, and 

support and those who do not. Though this 

divide has been apparent since the dawn of 

the Internet, socio-economic changes 

magnified during the COVID-19 pandemic 

demonstrated the need to level the playing 

field for digital opportunity now. Digital 

Inclusion activities are necessary to ensure 

under-resourced individuals have access to 

the Internet, including reliable connections 

and skills needed to use the web. The 

pandemic accelerated digital transformation, 

changing how we learn, work, receive 

healthcare, obtain information, and connect 

with each other. Digital Inclusion activities 

must evolve as technology evolves. 

Achieving digital equity will enable 

Franklin County’s future prosperity —  

a future in which all individuals and 

communities have the digital capacity 

needed to fully participate in society, 

democracy and the economy. 

Executive Summary

DIGITAL DIVIDE
(The Problem)

The digital divide is the gap 

between those who have 

affordable access, skills, and 

support to effectively engage 

online and those who do not.

DIGITAL INCLUSION
(The Work)

Digital inclusion refers to the 

activities necessary to ensure 

that all individuals and 

communities, including the most 

disadvantaged, have access to 

and use of information and 

Communication Technologies 

(ICTs). Digital inclusion must 

evolve as technology advances.

DIGITAL EQUITY
(The Goal)

Digital equity is a condition  

in which all individuals and 

communities have the 

information technology 

capacity needed for full 

participation in our society, 

democracy, and economy. 

Digital equity is necessary for 

civic and cultural participation, 

employment, lifelong learning, 

and access to essential services.
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DIGITAL EQUITY 
FRAMEWORK

DIGITAL EQUITY 
ACTION AGENDA

DIGITAL EQUITY 
IMPLEMENTATION 
PLAN

EXECUTION & 
MEASUREMENT

Completed in Spring 2021 Completed in Summer 2022

Articulation of  
the community’s 
vision for closing 
the digital divide, 
identification 
of priorities, 
and framework 
for community 
organizing.

Articulation  
of the needs, 
approaches, and 
foundational work. 
Documentation 
of the resulting 
recommendations 
for funding and 
implementation.

Development of 
tactical, detailed 
operational plans  
of the funded 
objectives and 
strategies of the 
Action Agenda 
built off the initial 
framework.

Execution of the 
implementation  
plan, resulting in 
realization of the 
vision and delivery  
of goals.

1 2 3 4

The Franklin County Digital Equity Action 

Agenda defines and articulates the issues, 

approaches and foundational work needed 

to achieve digital equity in Central Ohio.  

This Action Agenda builds upon Franklin 

County Digital Equity Coalition’s (DEC) 2021 

Digital Equity Framework, as well as over a 

year of coordinated crisis response efforts 

and human-centered design work. These 

efforts laid the foundation for a 

collaborative planning process that led to 

this Agenda, focusing efforts on overarching 

priorities and high impact objectives that 

stand to make the greatest difference in 

closing the digital divide in Franklin County.

This Action Agenda precedes a more 

detailed implementation plan that will be 

developed based on funding decisions 

made by the City, County and others, and 

will detail strategies for execution. 
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PRIMARY OBJECTIVE

To make meaningful progress toward 

achieving Digital Equity, organizations and 

individuals in Franklin County must work to 

ensure all under-resourced residents have 

the digital resources necessary to live, learn, 

earn, and play in Franklin County, by:

	Ensuring under-resourced residents 
have access to residential Internet, 

connected devices, and digital skills 

training opportunities

	At an equitable level of quality that 

enables today’s online experiences, and

	At an affordable price point for  

low-income households.
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RECOMMENDATIONS

This Agenda is organized around  

four broad and interrelated priorities. 

CONNECTIVITY DEVICE ACCESS DIGITAL LIFE SKILLS

OUTREACH & 
ADOPTION

Expand reliable, high-

speed residential  

internet options in low-

income neighborhoods in 

Franklin County at an 

affordable cost for under 

resourced households.

Create a sustainable  

stream of different types of 

high-quality digital devices 

that are available at low to 

no-cost to benefit Franklin 

County residents who  

need them.

Establish and support a coordinated, multi-channel outreach approach 

that is activated by a distributed network of partners, effectively providing 

residents with information to do what they want and need to do online.

Expand and increase access 

to digital skills training with 

the addition of learning 

opportunities across provider 

organizations that support 

residents’ individualized 

needs on a continuum from 

survival to career.

1

4

2 3
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CONNECTIVITY
1	 High Quality Residential Internet 

for the Long-Term

2	 Modern and Use-Case Devices 
for the Household

3	 Four Priority 
Investments to  
Build Out the Digital 
Skills Ecosystem

4	 Apply Digital  
Equity Lens Across 
Funding Priorities 
and Programs

5	 Community-wide 
Campaign with 
Culturally Relevant 
Messaging

6	 Community-wide  
‘Digital Navigator 
Ecosystem’ 
Connectors, Ambassadors, etc.

DEVICES

SKILLS

OUTREACH & 
ADOPTION

Underlining these priorities are 6 key 
initiatives to address the digital divide:
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COLLECTIVE GOALS
The recommendations in this Action Agenda work to achieve the following goals:

	 Meet today’s standard now with 100/100 Mbps as a modern day, minimally 

acceptable broadband speed, available by 2024 to under-resourced residents  

at a cost below 1% of their income.

	 Simultaneously, future-proof infrastructure by 2027 to ensure broadband 

infrastructure can deliver a minimum of 1 Gbps X 1 Gbps broadband service across  

the county by 2027 and at a price point for under-resourced residents that is no  

more than 1% of their income.

	 Promote a competitive environment ensuring market forces produce multiple 

providers capable of delivering robust, competitively priced, and profitable 

broadband solutions meeting or exceeding 1 Gbps X 1 Gbps service.

	 Overall, reduce the number of households without a residential Internet 

subscription by 50%.

	 Increase the number of households paying less than 1% of their income  

for Internet connectivity, with a 60% adoption rate of eligible residents  

enrolled in ACP by 2026.

	 Distribute at least 20,000 new computing devices by 2026 to households in need.

	 Incrementally increase digital skill confidence and attainment across population 

segments within under-resourced communities. 

In a recent survey conducted by the 

Franklin County Department of Jobs  

and Family Services (JFS), over three-

quarters of respondents expressed the 

belief that home Internet is as vital as 
rent, food, and transportation.
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IMPACT
By achieving these goals, residents will be empowered to advance themselves 

educationally, economically, physically, and socially. The DEC believes that significant 

progress can be made by implementing the recommendations made in this document, 

directly affecting 25,000 under-resourced residents in Franklin County.

Digital equity is key to reducing systemic inequities and driving prosperity. Progress  

toward closing the digital divide will benefit residents, the community and the economy. 

For the RESIDENT For the COMMUNITY For the ECONOMY

»	Provides better access to basic 

needs in the modern world

»	Increases access to education 

and job opportunities, unlocking 

greater societal inclusion 

»	Increases economic potential —  

students with reliable Internet 

access make $2M+ more over 

their lifetime

»	Establishes upskilling, training, 

and new ways of learning in 

education through digital 

curriculum and skills building 

»	Enables a more inclusive remote 

and hybrid workforce

»	Increases telehealth access, 

expands digital government, and 

supports a hybrid justice system

»	May create social return on 

investment for every dollar 

invested in digital equity

Ramsey County, Minnesota’s 
TechPak partnership estimated  
a $2.40 social ROI for every  
$1 invested in digital access,  
achieved through increased 
earnings, education due to 
gains in digital skills, increased 
educational attainment, and 
improved school outcomes  
for children with access to  
a computer2 

»	The presence of ultra-fast 

broadband leads to 3%  

average increase in new 

businesses formation

Expands opportunities and 
reduces inequities for individuals

Unlocks benefits across the 
community and society

Generates a positive return on 
investment for the economy

 	 2	Ecotone Analytics GBC and Ramsey County Investment and Support Efforts, “Closing the digital equity gap by providing technology  

		 tools, training and support,” Ramsey County, January 5, 2021.
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URGENCY TO ACT
The COVID-19 pandemic exposed the realities of the digital divide, while simultaneously 

accelerating the digital transformation of society, widening the gap even further. The 

impacts of the pandemic are still being understood, but it is clear that today there is:

	 Increased inequity between those with and without digital access

	 Accelerating rate of jobs that require digital skills 

	 Increased demand for digital skills across sectors including education,  

workforce development, social services, healthcare, and the justice system

	 Clear growth in digital services and experiences that is only expected  

to continue to grow

The digital divide has been an issue since the inception of the Internet. While Internet use 

has become an inextricable part of society, the divide persists, demonstrating that the 

market can not close the gap on its own. In acknowledgement of this issue, the federal 

government has committed historic funding to solve the issue. In addition to the potential 

to tap into local funds (including bonds) and philanthropic sources, we are likely to see 

notable federal investment over the next five years:

Through federal broadband 
programs (e.g., ACP, ECF, BEAD)

And potential to tap into other local funds (including bonds) and philanthropic sources.

Through State and  
Local Government Fiscal 
Recovery Funds and 
Capital Projects Funds

Sector-specific funds 
across Education, 
Health, Housing

$100M – $200M $100M $100M
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If we do not act now, we could face significant delays due to resource constraints for 

technical capabilities (e.g., fiber splicers, network engineers) and raw materials (e.g., fiber).

This is the moment to close the divide — it is unlikely that there will be another moment  

as well primed to address the issue both swiftly and equitably. We should view this as a 

downpayment and be prepared to leverage funding, while also thinking about how we  

will sustain the work over time. As a community, we must support direct funding for new 

and improved digital inclusion interventions and also coordinate across community funds 

to effectively align existing programs and reach digital equity goals together.
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IMPLEMENTATION
Following this Agenda, implementation is expected to be closely coordinated and 

accomplished collaboratively by multiple partners. Requests for grant funds from local, 

state, and federal sources will be sought in alignment with partners. Mirroring the 

stakeholders involved in developing this report, partners from the following arenas will  

be engaged in implementation.

The work will be coordinated by establishing a Program Management Office (PMO) housed 

at Smart Columbus. The PMO will be responsible for aligning efforts to achieve four primary 

priorities and will function as a central hub.

Action Agenda implementation will occur gradually and purposefully so lessons learned 

can be iteratively applied over time. An implementation plan will follow this Agenda, and is 

expected to commence on or before January 1, 2023 and end five years later. One year, three 

year, and five year benchmarks have been established to gauge progress, using data from the 

U.S. Census Bureau’s American Community Survey and a Franklin County Digital Equity Survey.

Local Government (2+)

Regional Government (1)

Social Services (100+) State of Ohio (1+)

Library (2) Residents

Healthcare (4+) Employers (100+)

Food Collective Schools, K-12 (30+)

Housing Authority Higher Education (10+)

ISPs (4+) Philanthropy / Foundation

Transportation Authority

DIGITAL EQUITY 
COALITION

Neutral Third Party

CENTRAL DIGITAL 
INCLUSION 
PROGRAM OFFICE

*PMO Governed by Primary Founders,  

 	DEC is Advisory
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DIGITAL EQUITY COALITION
This Agenda was developed and will be championed by the Franklin County Digital Equity 

Coalition (DEC), a dedicated group of over 30 Franklin County and regional organizations, 

representing government, education, healthcare, social service, private sectors and 

institutions. The Coalition initially formed in response to the pandemic in March 2020. 

Founded by the Mid-Ohio Regional Planning Council (MORPC), Columbus Metropolitan 

Library, and The Columbus Foundation, a number of Franklin County organizations began 

participating in informal, virtual meetings to more closely examine the status of broadband 

challenges for area residents. Over time, this organic gathering has grown to include 

additional business, government, education, nonprofit and social sector representatives. 

The DEC has been a model for civic cooperation and collaboration. The DEC is now 

coordinated by Smart Columbus and continues to meet several times each month.  

The momentum for this collective effort continues to increase.

Access to modern digital devices and 

attainment of digital skills are needed 

to take full advantage of the internet 

and enable digital equity.
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Currently, over 80,000 
Franklin County households 
(10%), representing over 
200,000 people, do not have 
an Internet subscription  
and more than 5% of 
residents do not have a 
computing device.3 

3	 American Community Survey, “Table B28003: Presence of a computer and type of Internet subscription in household,” U.S. Census 

Bureau, 17 March 2021.

18  |  Digital Equity Action Agenda



Problem Background

The world is rapidly digitizing and too many Franklin County residents are being left behind 

without the Internet, devices, and skills necessary to fully participate online today, let alone 

in the future. The problem disproportionately impacts black and brown communities, and 

low-income families in general. 

The following outlines the complexity of the issues that need to be addressed to achieve 

digital equity in Franklin County.

WHO IS MOST AFFECTED? 
The Franklin County Digital Equity Framework published in 2021 states, “The digital divide is often 

framed as a challenge faced primarily by rural areas, yet minorities in urban communities face similar 

challenges affording, obtaining, and maintaining residential broadband access. Minority communities 

are especially vulnerable to the impacts from a lack of broadband access, devices, digital literacy, 

and technical support.” 

A few months later the Brookings Institute published an online article titled, “The benefits and costs 

of broadband expansion.” This article not only corroborates the framework’s assertion, but also gives 

it scale, citing in absolute terms that three times as many urban households lack broadband versus 

those in rural areas. While acknowledging those in urban areas typically have physical access to 

broadband networks, the article points out that, for many, service is unaffordable. For lower-income 

neighborhoods of color, the expansion of reliable, robust, and affordable Internet connectivity may 

well help address racial and socioeconomic inequities that have existed for decades. 

Franklin County has residents in both rural and urban conditions who face similar and sometimes 

unique digital divide issues. This Agenda has been developed with specific focus on benefiting 

households and individuals who live below 200% of the federal poverty level. The Agenda’s 

objectives and strategies are also intended to be implemented with special emphasis on, and  

cultural relevance with, eight specific groups, each that have unique digital equity needs. These 

include the following: 

Digital Equity Action Agenda  |  19

https://drive.google.com/file/d/1-CBHJTumfdLXxB_sJ6mYXrS72-sunInE/view
https://www.brookings.edu/blog/up-front/2021/08/18/the-benefits-and-costs-of-broadband-expansion/
https://www.brookings.edu/blog/up-front/2021/08/18/the-benefits-and-costs-of-broadband-expansion/


DEMOGRAPHIC TO BENEFIT DIGITAL EQUITY CONNECTION

Historically 
Underrepresented 
Populations

Those who have been denied 
access and/or suffer from 
systemic discrimination.

A 2016 report by the advocacy group Free Press found 
that systemic racial discrimination across multiple indus- 
tries (including banking, housing, and credit) contributed 
to disparities in Internet access and adoption.4

Housing Insecure Those who are experiencing 
one of several different 
dimensions of accommodation 
problems, including 
affordability, safety, quality, 
insecurity, and homelessness.

Homeless youth engaged by The Columbus 
Foundation validated the essential nature of the 
Internet as each person was highly dependent on 
their phones for navigation and well-being. Inclusive 
strategies that enable connectivity beyond the 
home can help people stay connected.

Older Adults Individuals who are 65 years 
of age or older. 

Older adults must also be included in digital access 
efforts. In fact, older adults without access are more 
likely to experience a worrisome trend of isolation 
and loneliness.5

Veterans Those who served in the 
active military, naval, or  
air service. 

During a recent interview with Secretary Denis R. 
McDonough, U.S. Secretary of Veterans Affairs, stated 
many veterans live in rural areas and have limited access 
to healthcare in those communities. The use of telehealth 
options are one of the many ways that veterans are 
able to access care regardless of where they live.6

Disabled Defined by the Americans 
with Disabilities Act (ADA) 
as a person who has a 
physical or mental 
impairment that substantially 
limits one or more major life 
activities, a person who has a 
history or record of such an 
impairment, or a person who 
is perceived by others as 
having such an impairment. 

In 2020, the U.S. Department of Labor conducted 
two surveys and found that throughout 2019 and 
2020, “workers with disabilities that had some form 
of internet subscription at home stayed employed at 
far higher rates than workers with disabilities who 
did not have an internet subscription at home.”7 

Students Those engaged in PreK-12, 
vocational or trade school, 
and higher education. 

The “homework gap” as defined by the Senate Joint 
Economic Committee accounts for students 
disproportionately affected by lack of device access, 
skills and connectivity enabling them to complete 
their homework and learn online.8

The pandemic illuminated more connectivity issues. 
As of 2021, 9 in 10 U.S. parents report that their children 
have had some online instruction since the pandemic 
and of those respondents 30% said it has been very  
or somewhat difficult to help their children use digital 
tools. Parents with lower and middle incomes 
reported higher instances of difficulty. In particular, 
37% of lower income parents report that their child 
had to complete homework on their cell phone and 
25% reported students were unable to complete their 
homework due to no access to a computer at home.9

	 4	Turner, S. Derek. “Digital Denied: The Impact of Systemic Racial Discrimination on Home-Internet Adoption” Free Press, 12 December 2016.
	 5	Fields, Jessica. “We are leaving older adults out of the digital world.” TechCrunch, 5 May 2019.
	 6	Veterans Health Administration Office of Connected Care. “Connecting Veterans to Telehealth Care.” U.S. Department of Veterans Affairs, 
		 September 2021.
	 7	“Disability and the Digital Divide: Internet Subscriptions, Internet Use and Employment Outcomes.” U.S. Department of Labor, June 2022.
	 8	Joint Economic Committee. “America’s Digital Divide.” U.S. Congress, 2 September 2017.
	 9	Schaeffer, Katherine. “What we know about online learning and the homework gap amid the pandemic.” Pew Research Center, 1 October 2021.



DISPROPORTIONATE IMPACT ON BLACK & BROWN COMMUNITIES12

	 Those with lower incomes, people of color, and the less formally educated are 

disproportionately excluded from digital life. 

	 Households identified as making less than $35,000 per year comprise a little  

over a quarter of all residences yet they constitute over 64% of those without  

an Internet subscription. 

	 Households self-identified as Black or African American alone constitute 22.5% of 

Franklin County’s population. Over 13% of this population is without a computer or  

a broadband Internet subscription. Hispanic or Latino households make up 5.7% of 

the population. More than one in ten (12.3%) do not have a computer or broadband 

Internet subscription.

	 This compares to Non-Hispanic Whites composing 62.2% of the population where 

only 6.1% are without a computer or broadband Internet subscription. Those without 

a high school diploma or equivalent are five times more likely to be without an 

Internet subscription than individuals who have a college education.

Justice Involved Those who have had 
interactions with the criminal 
justice system as a defendant. 

“lack of access [to internet and devices] leads to 
missed court appearances, inability to confer with 
counsel before life-altering legal proceedings and 
decisions, isolation from democratic processes, and 
inability to receive critical government services and 
safety information.”10

New Americans, 
Immigrants and 
Migrant Families

An individual in the U.S. who 
is aspiring to take the Path to 
U.S. Citizenship, or who has, 
in the recent past, become a 
naturalized citizen of the 
United States of America. 

“Although New Americans account for about one-
sixth of U.S. workers, they make up more than 
one-third of the workforce without digital skills.”11 

Statements like this not only highlight the need to 
invest in New Americans, but point to the impending 
danger if we don’t. Having a workforce trained in 
digital skills is necessary to grow our economy. 

	 10	Samuelson Law, Technology & Public Policy Clinic at UC Berkeley School of Law. “Cut Off From the Courthouse: How the Digital Divide 
		 Impacts Access to Justice and Civic Engagement.” Next Century Cities, 4 March 2022.

	 11	Cherewka, Alexis. “The Digital Divide Hits U.S. Immigrant Households Disproportionately during the COVID-19 Pandemic,” Migration  
		 Policy Institute, 3 September 2020.

	 12	American Community Survey, “Table CP05: Comparative Demographic Estimates,” U.S. Census Bureau, 17 March 2022.
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ACCESS TO AFFORDABLE, HIGH-SPEED INTERNET
Today’s demands for Internet in the household require more bandwidth than it did 10 years ago,  

and will need even more in 2030. Majority of current entry-level subscriptions offered by all ISPs are 

for 200–300 Mbps download speeds. The federal standard for underserved is anything below 100/20 

Mbps. Based on the use cases for connectivity for a family, the Digital Equity Coalition believes 100 

Mbps download and 100 Mbps upload speed is the baseline level of connectivity that should be 

available to every household in Franklin County. 

Furthermore, this level of connectivity should be priced at 1% or less of household income. Under-

resourced households spend a disproportionate amount of household income to purchase Internet. 

For example, the average annual residential wireline for 100 Mbps service in Franklin County today, 

before taxes and ACP, among the 3 wireline providers is $41.66 per month or $500.00 per year. For 

1,000 Mbps (1 Gbps), the market average is $79.99 per month or $960 per year. Households earning 

an annual income of $16K to $30K, a 100 Mbps plan would represent 1.58% of their annual household 

expenditures. For a household earning $150K-$199K that same 100 Mbps bill is only .5% of annual 

household expenditures. The real contrast is when households go from 100 Mbps to 1,000 Mbps. For 

the first group, the 1,000 Mbps plan is 3.04% of annual expenses, for the second, only .46% more or .96%.

This Action Agenda recommends that we raise the expected minimum level of speed to 100/100 Mbps 

in the near term and 1,000 Mbps symmetrical by 2027 at a price point that is less than 1% of household 

income. In the majority of low-income neighborhoods across Franklin County, the 100/100 Mbps 

baseline speed at or below 1% of household income for an under-resourced family is currently unattainable.

Upload speeds have become increasingly important, particularly for remote work and education as 

many users need to send data in order to interact with others in real time. For example, interactive 

webinars or file sharing alongside virtual meetings or lessons can require high quality upload speeds.

AVERAGE URBAN / SUBURBAN 
SPEEDS IN MEGABITS PER SECOND
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While the national goal of a minimum home speed has changed 
from 25 Mbps in 2015 to 100 Mbps in 2022, many residential 
wireline provider’s initial speed offered for customers is 200 
Mbps, twice the current federal minimum. And, for those with 
the financial means, 1,000 Mbps is the preferred service level.

100 / 100 Mbps  
Will Not be Enough 
in the Future

Residential speeds are 

forecasted to be above 100 

Mbps by 2055, that’s 100 

times what was consumed 

in 1990. 

Average household internet 

consumption grew 38 times 

or 3722% from 2010 to 2020.
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ACCESSIBILITY VS. AFFORDABILITY

Research and mapping exercises have shown that fixed, in-home broadband Internet service is 

generally available to any resident living in Franklin County. The primary issues are (1) affordability  

of that access, and (2) the quality of service that is achievable with the infrastructure available in a 

neighborhood. Not every area of the county is served equally or prepared to meet household needs 

today or in the future. 

Evidence of these conclusions can be seen in the following maps colored by census tract. The first 

set shows poverty status alongside the lack of residential Internet connectivity. The second set shows 

median household incomes and where modern digital fiber optic infrastructure is available.

Poverty and Internet Subscriptions

Income and Fiber Optic Infrastructure

Poverty Status (ACS)

Percent of Population whose income in the 
past 12 months is below poverty level 

Internet Connectivity (ACS)

Percent of Households with  
No Internet Access

>	25%

13% 
(nat avg)

<	1%

>	22%

12% 
(nat avg)

<	2%

Median Household Income (ACS)

Median Household Income in past 12 months 

FCC Availability (ACS)

Residential Wireless Fiber, 100/10 Mbps

>	$100k

$65,000 
(nat med)

<	$29,800
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AMERICAN CONNECTIVITY PROGRAM IS A CELEBRATED,  
SHORT-TERM AFFORDABILITY RELIEF

In the near-term, significant improvements have been made to affordable access to residential Internet 

through the Affordable Connectivity Program (ACP), the federal follow-up to the Emergency Broadband 

Benefit (EBB) Program. ACP provides $30 per month ($75 per month for those on Tribal lands) toward 

Internet service for households whose income is at or below 200% of the federal poverty level, providing 

significant relief to qualifying Franklin County residents.13 Eligible households can also receive a one-time 

discount of up to $100 to purchase a laptop, desktop computer, or tablet from participating providers. 

On May 9, 2022, the White House announced that 20 Internet service providers (ISPs) will make 

plans with 100 Mbps download speeds eligible for ACP in areas where the service is currently offered. 

This will help bridge the digital divide and provide meaningful financial relief for low-income 

households. However, there are a few considerations to take into account:

»	 Not Permanent

Fourteen billion dollars have been allocated to the Affordable Connectivity Program.  

The program will end when funds have been exhausted. It is expected funds will be 

depleted by or before 2026.

»	 Mobile Phone or Home Internet

Eligible residents have to decide if they want to apply the $30/mo. to their phone bill or 

home Internet costs. For many under-resourced families, having a smartphone and phone 

plan is the most essential form of connectivity, and as a result many have used it for their 

phone bill rather than to lower the cost of home Internet.

»	 Speed Attainment Not a Guarantee

Not every provider can provide 100 Mbps speeds in the neighborhoods where the highest 

density of ACP eligible households exist. 

»	 Low Upload Speed Plans

Upload speeds refer to the transfer rate connected devices can send rather than receive 

(download speeds). While the agreement reached with the 20 ISPs mentioned above  

calls for download speeds of 100 Mbps — a level of service that will accommodate a typical 

family of four’s needs for receiving data — it did not specify minimum upload speeds,  

which are becoming more and more important. Fortunately, many of the 20 ISPs, including 

major carriers providing service in Franklin County, have agreed to provide at least 20 

Mbps upload speeds.14 

As beneficial as the ACP is, adoption remains a significant challenge. Near the conclusion of the  

EBB Program that preceded the ACP, it is estimated that less than 25% of eligible households had 

participated.15 Though the White House and experts estimate that 48 million American households 

qualify, less than 25% have enrolled as of May 23, 2022.16 The most recent data for Franklin County 

(through March 2022) shows 50,595 claimed subscribers, which is roughly 40% of eligible households.

	 13	The United States Government, “Fact Sheet: President Biden and Vice President Harris Reduce High-Speed Internet Costs for Millions of  
		 Americans.” The White House, 9 May 2022.
	 14	Tepper, G., “Internet service providers commit to Affordable Broadband,” Benton Foundation, 20 May 2022.

  	 15	Noakes, S., “Path to digital equity,” Digital Promise, 13 May 2022. 

  	 16	“ACP enrollment and claims tracker,” Universal Service Administrative Company, 25 May 2022.
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SYSTEMIC UNDERINVESTMENT IN LOW INCOME NEIGHBORHOODS

Many households in low-income neighborhoods throughout Franklin County cannot obtain 100/100 

Mbps speeds even if they could pay for it. The “redlining” patterns of Depression Era practices denied 

services (typically financial) to residents of certain areas based on their race or ethnicity . The effects 

of this are still evident today, as low-income and predominantly black and brown communities suffer 

from a lack of access to food, jobs, healthcare, and quality education in reasonable proximity to 

where they live. 

 

The Internet’s democratization of information, enablement of work from anywhere, and enhanced 

delivery of services open up the world to a user regardless of where they live — assuming you have 

the Internet to do what you want and need to do online. Unfortunately, market forces have prioritized 

the investment in and upgrades to digital infrastructure, such as fiber optic cable, to affluent and 

heavy commercial centers, consequentially leaving behind historically redlined neighborhoods and 

disproportionately affecting black and brown communities. 

 

This market failure has compounded existing divides and reinforced reasons for mistrust by residents 

who have experienced inequity in many aspects of their lives. These realities must be acknowledged 

and understood to truly make a difference and not leave people further behind. 

88% of respondents without Internet 
indicated cost as a top barrier to obtaining 
residential Internet.
– Jobs and Family Services Survey
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COST FOR INTERNET IS NOT STANDARDIZED  
OR CLEAR TO THE CUSTOMER 

Understanding the level of service one should receive for a given Internet subscription rate is 

confusing for most consumers. Like many residents, under-resourced residents engaged by the  

DEC lacked understanding of how to measure Internet speeds and advocate for themselves to  

ISPs. Furthermore, many residents shared first-hand stories of feeling cheated by the system due  

to hidden terms or unanticipated costs, contributing to a lack of trust.

“Had WOW! for 3 years; it was $25-35 ... then I got a bill for $95. Called and told  

them I’m not paying that, but they said my contract ran out ... got the run-around,  

then disconnected.” – Resident with no other providers servicing their home

	 2/3rds of residents who prototyped an Internet comparison and optimization  

tool had first hand experiences with providers changing their service charge  

or were charged installation fees without their knowledge.

The standard price for broadband service throughout Franklin County ranges from about $45 per 

month to over $100 per month, not including taxes, fees, and equipment charges. 

	 Local survey work has found under-resourced residents are not paying a  

consistent rate for the Internet

	 More than 60% are unaware of discount programs they qualify for such as ACP.

There is no standard price for internet.

$0 – $25

$26 – $50

$51 – $75

$76 – $100

$100+

Unsure

10%

18%

29%

22%

12%

8%

Survey data from 2021 Digital Equity Coalition Survey of 
the Franklin County Jobs and Family Services client base.
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Unfortunately, affordable Internet is often too slow to be 

adequate for a household’s needs. Research by the National 

Digital Inclusion Alliance has found this is sometimes the 

result of “tier flattening,” a term used to describe when ISPs 

eliminate cheaper rate tiers for low and mid-speed Internet 

access, except at the very slowest levels. This makes high-

speed plans at higher prices the only viable option to meet 

household needs, but these higher prices are often 

unsustainable for low-income households.

 

Furthermore, ISPs invest in infrastructure based on where 

profit can be made relative to anticipated costs, revenue, and 

competitive pressures. Infrastructure maintenance and/or 

improvements are also made with an eye towards areas where 

people can afford the cost of enhanced services. When such 

strategic improvements and a lack thereof in certain areas are 

combined with tier flattening practices that eliminate low-cost 

plans, increased subscription costs leave residents in redlined 

areas with poorer Internet at higher costs.

LACK OF COMPETITION  
AND CHOICE IMPACTS COST

Compounding the issue of affordability is the limited options 

residents have in the market. While connectivity options do 

exist for nearly all residents, The Columbus Foundation’s 

report on broadband access in the City of Columbus points 

out that ISP provider options can be quite limited, particularly 

in low-income areas. Two providers, AT&T and Spectrum, hold 

the vast majority of the residential broadband market in 

Franklin County. WOW!, recently acquired by Frontier and 

now known as Breezeline, is the only other ISP with a 

meaningful percent of market share at this time, although a 

recent market entrance by Starry has quickly added a new 

option for Franklin County residents in many areas.

Corollary to this issue is a phenomenon experienced by 

residents who live in multi-family units. Property owners often 

enact exclusivity agreements with certain ISPs. These 

agreements limit the choice of the building’s residents to a 

single provider, effectively eliminating competition and the 

ability to shop around for more affordable broadband options. 

“I live in a low-income neighborhood and it’s not fair 

that there are limited options. I used to live in a more 

affluent neighborhood and there were so many options. 

It’s not really a fair position to be in.” – South Side resident 

with $60 internet plan

“Doesn’t matter who I have and 

how high of a speed I get, it still 

cuts out.” – Single-mother in  

North Linden

“We have to put up with 

whatever we get for service.” 

– Mother in North Linden; has low-
income plan with Service Provider

“I looked into [other service 

providers] because they are 

cheap, but they don’t service this 

zip code. There are only so many 

options.” – Self-employed Short  

North resident

“I’m not allowed by the landlord 

to have my own Internet 

installed” – Respondent, JFS Survey
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Two Columbus neighborhoods located close to one another clearly illustrate the digital 

divide. Clintonville is just 3.7 miles from North Linden, yet Clintonville’s median income  

is more than double North Linden’s. Comparing Internet subscription offerings from the 

county’s two largest providers shows plans that cost between $50-$55/month in both 

neighborhoods. However, two distinct differences emerge when looking more closely.  

The first is the percentage of disposable income it takes to purchase Internet connectivity 

from these providers is double in North Linden (1.7 – 1.8%) compared to Clintonville 

(0.8 – 0.9%). The second is that the maximum speeds available from one of the two 

providers at $50-$55/month is six times greater in Clintonville. Thus, as a percentage  

of disposable income, those with lower incomes pay more for less service. 

Neighborhood North Linden Clintonville

Households (Average Household Size) 12,911 (2.57) 16,051 (2.08)

Average Unemployment Rate 9.78 3.65

Average Median Income $38,099 ($35,693) $84,664 ($74,878)

Monthly 1% of Average Income $29.75 $62.42

Spot Check / Speed Attainable Max Speed 50 Mbps 
from AT&T

Max Speed 300 Mbps 
from AT&T

Internet as a Proportion of  
Disposable Income

1.8% 0.9%

The financial burden to have residential 

internet is 2x as high for a low-income 

neighborhood versus a middle-income 

neighborhood and gets 1/6th the speed.
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HOW THIS PLAYS OUT IN REAL LIFE 

In 2021, the Digital Equity Coalition deeply engaged with over fifty residents in 88 hours of discussion 

and surveyed 1,800 clients of Franklin County Jobs and Family Services to understand the lived 

experience of residents who have been digitally excluded. We found themes across their Internet 

adoption experiences that are summarized below.

‘I stay connected through my hotspot or smartphone’
Research indicates there are 80,000 households without home Internet,17 although we struggled to 

get connected with any residents that were completely disconnected. Homeless youth to recently 

unemployed adults and seniors found ways to stay connected through a smartphone, hotspot, or a 

neighbor’s WiFi connection that extended into their home.

“We had cable and WiFi, but couldn’t afford to keep up [with the bills]. We had no 

Internet for about 4 months. I had to withdraw students from school because they were 

being marked as absent.” – Mother of 5 from the South Side

“Was paying $89 for 100mb ... lost my job and couldn’t pay. Neighbor lets me use his 

Spectrum Internet.” – Single mother with one son

‘I can’t make my payment’
According to the Benton Institute for Broadband Society, “Some 32% of households are subscription 

vulnerable, that is, they struggle to maintain service and have a very difficult time affording service.”18 

“They (ISP) shut our household off for 2 weeks because we were late on our bill.” 
– Fairgate resident; multigenerational household with her mom and 3 kids; $65/month Spectrum subscriber, 
also shares her Internet with her brother next door

“[I pay] $69.99, but if you pay late, it’s a $20/$25 late fee ... when I lost a job, I was just 

trying to take care of necessities. But since I got a job I am getting back on top of it.” 

– Linden/Westerville resident; WOW! Customer with 6 people in the household, including four boys ages 2-15

‘I Feel Stuck’
Due to fear of cancellation fees, potentially bad credit with a prior ISP, and/or lack of knowledge 

about other options, many residents feel stuck in the plans they are in and don’t feel like they have 

any other option.

‘Paying More than I Can Afford’
Due to the importance of home Internet and the need for quality speeds to do what a household 

wants and needs to do online, many residents will do everything they can to be connected with a 

high speed. 

‘I want Reliable Internet’
Half of the Respondents of the Jobs and Family Services survey reported experiencing unreliable 

Internet service. Residents we spoke with described their Internet connection most commonly as 

laggy, frustrating, or slow.

	 17	Data extrapolated from GIS information from Columbus Office of Technology and 2020 U.S. Census Bureau American Communities Survey.

	 18	Horrigan, J., “Three Data Points to Help Plan for Infrastructure Investment and Jobs Act Broadband Funding,” Benton Foundation, 5 April 2022.

Digital Equity Action Agenda  |  29



AWARENESS

Lack of Awareness – It’s hard to learn what options there are, 
particularly low-income plans

Lack of Understanding – The information online is really confusing

Multi-unit Dwellings have Contract with Single Provider – 
Marketing exclusivity contributes to a residents’ perception that 
they have no other option

CONSIDERATION

Lack of Transparency of Plans – Difficult to compare plans and 
providers apples to apples.

Lack of Trust – Perception that there is a catch to any low-cost 
option.

Lack of Motivation – Limited time and energy to research options.

ACQUISITION

Affordability of Adequate Plans – Average monthly cost for an 
unbundled Internet subscription is $50, which is more than 1% of 
income for a low-income household.

Lack of Service Availability – Not all ISPs service every area of the 
County equally.

Prior Debt or Credit Score – Financial history follows a resident  
and can limit their eligibility and options.

UTILIZATION

Lack of Devices and Skills – The extent to which one’s Internet 
connection is used can be limited by their skills and device 
capabilities.

Subscription Vulnerability – Consistent bill payment can be 
challenging for some households.

Unreliable Connection – Lagging Internet or inconsistent 
connection can make doing certain things online like work or  
school difficult.

Security and Privacy Concerns – The fear of being monitored or 
scammed prevents people from fully engaging online.

ADVOCACY
Lack of Confidence – The complexity of the Internet can be 
intimidating and prevents people from asking questions or  
helping others.

Below is a summary of the primary issues identified by residents that present challenges in the 

adoption and utilization of the Internet.
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ACCESS TO DEVICES
A 2021 Pew Research Center survey of U.S. adults clearly shows many of those living in households 

making less than $30,000 a year must make hard choices about whether or not to spend their limited 

resources to acquire devices capable of accessing the Internet.19 Over a quarter of this group (27%) 

are smartphone-only users. Low-income residents are much more likely to rely upon a mobile phone 

as their only computing device. While mobile devices offer convenience and are useful for intermittent 

Internet access, they generally do not meet the needs of remote work or school, and relying on them as 

the sole source of access can significantly limit a person’s ability to engage with digital resources.20 These 

figures contrast sharply with the fact only 6% of those in households making $100,000 or more have 

such limitations; devices capable of fully utilizing the Internet are nearly ubiquitous in these homes. 

The same study found almost a fourth (24%) of adults in households making under $30,000 do not 

own a smartphone at all. Additionally, 43% of adults with lower incomes have neither residential Internet 

nor a desktop or laptop computer, and a majority of Americans with low incomes are not tablet owners. 

“I spent my stimulus check on a laptop for my call center job.” – Mom of two with a remote  

call center job

”I have access to the Internet on my phone, but options are limited. I have to use the 

library’s computers which means they’re not readily available and have limited time  

usage. Having a computer with the Internet would enhance my life.” – Quote from Jobs and  

Family Services Survey Respondent

“I have a Cricket plan. Use my phone as the main source of everything. I was at $40  

before, and I think I’ll get to $60 — I get the highest deal they got. It changes how I use  

my Internet, I get irritated [when my data goes down.] They change my plan according  

to what I pay — you’re deciding what to pay, looking at my bills, what I can afford to pay.” 

– Resident on the Southside with a family of 9

“I’m still searching for remote work. I Looked into an at home call center job, but I don’t 

have a regular desktop computer so I can’t qualify.” – Mother of 5 from the South Side

	 19	Perrin, A. “Mobile Technology and Home Broadband 2021,” Pew Research Center: Internet, Science & Tech, 11 May 2022.

	 20	“Franklin County Digital Equity Coalition Framework,” Franklin County Digital Equity Coalition, March 2021, pg 14.
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ACCESS TO DIGITAL SKILLS
While the excitement surrounding the recent announcement of Intel’s historic investment in Central 

Ohio is understandable, Franklin County’s emergence as a tech hub started long ago. Established 

private-sector companies with significant history in Franklin County have provided thousands of 

high-tech positions critical to business operations. In addition, TechCrunch announced in a 2022 

article that over the last twenty years, venture capitalists have invested over $3 billion in Columbus.21 

Producing, attracting, and retaining the human talent necessary to meet current and future 

employment needs of these businesses requires investment in closing the digital skills gap and 

supporting workforce development efforts. 

DEVICE DISTRIBUTION HOTSPOT DISTRIBUTION

»	City of Columbus – 20,000 Chromebooks 

purchased for distribution through CCS

»	Columbus Metropolitan Library – 2,500 

Chromebooks and 150 tablets

»	Leadership Columbus – 500 computers 

distributed

»	Columbus City Schools – 43,000 devices

»	MORPC and ESC – 2,300 hotspots

»	Columbus Metropolitan Library – 2,300 

hotspots on long-term loan; another 200 

hotspots in a circulating collection across  

all branches

»	Columbus City Schools –  6,000 hotspots

Since the onset of the pandemic, the community has mobilized to fill the device gap as 

quickly as possible.

“We will be returning [school laptops] because they will be going to a new school in the same district. 

I’m not sure they will get a new device. Haven’t found anything to get devices — tried community 

places — no church that offers assistance or vouchers/devices ... We could go back to doing old 

paper and pen, but they’ve gotten really used to using the laptops.” – Mom of four on the South Side

**As of the publishing of this Agenda, only four districts as reported by the Educational Services Center of Central Ohio do not have 1-to-1 

device programs and those without such programs have reason to believe nearly all of their students do not have such a need

	 21	Hall, C., “Columbus, Ohio is quickly becoming the Midwest’s Tech Hub,” TechCrunch, 1 June 2022. 
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Augmenting and adding color to local facts cited above, the Bureau of Labor Statistics report in 

February of this year states “the pandemic has made IT workers even more important to the future 

economy, and the employment projections for these occupations have increased.”22 To meet 

immediate and long-term needs, this Agenda has a focus on digital life skills that span the spectrum, 

from using tech in everyday life, to using it in the workplace, and in career development. 

Numerous organizations within the Digital Equity Coalition and across Franklin County have 

expertise in helping people increase their technical knowledge and skills. This Agenda recommends 

expanding existing initiatives and creating new ones aimed squarely at meeting our Region’s needs. 

More specifically this Agenda recommends a focus on:

»	 Doubling youth participation in summer STEAM (Science, Technology, Engineering, Arts, 

and Math) programming.

»	 Importing the “Tech Goes Home” program model from Chattanooga and Boston to provide 

contextual life skills training to parents of K-12 students, equipping them with devices and 

skills necessary to meet their unique needs.

»	 Increasing participation in credentialed workforce development training. This is based on 

DEC investigations into what types of skills training make a long-term difference in 

economic prospects for participants.23 

»	 Catalyzing tailored training programs specifically for older adults, people with disabilities, 

New Americans, and justice-involved individuals. 

OUTREACH & ADOPTION
Addressing affordability and availability does not solve the problem in of itself. Digital inclusion  

work requires working with marginalized communities to facilitate adoption and utilization. Insights 

collected from the October 2021 Jobs and Family Services survey, resident feedback during design 

sprints, and comments from DEC members engaged with under-served communities indicate 

distrust and skepticism around the underlying motivation of both corporations and government 

intending to offer digital inclusion services. Much of this distrust stems from a history of negative 

experiences and broken promises that make people feel misled.

HISTORY OF NEGATIVE EXPERIENCES AND BROKEN PROMISES 
CREATE TRUST ISSUES WITH RESIDENTS

“Internet companies always suck you in with a reasonable price then raise their fees.” 

– Jobs and Family Services Survey Respondent

“I’m getting a third of what I’m paying for. That sounds like something they would do, larger 

corporations are always trying to finesse you.” – 30 year old who lives with her partner on the East Side

	 22	Hylton, S. et al., “Projected employment growth for fastest growing computer occupations,” U.S. Bureau of Labor Statistics, February 2022. 

	 23	Stratton, C. “Planning to maintain the status quo?” The Journal of Community Informatics, n.d.
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“I don’t trust the government ... I know for the year my rent will be the same, because I  

have a signed lease, it’s a guarantee. Without guarantees things just don’t happen. With 

other things, you just don’t know what it will be.”

Like what? Has there been a time when the government didn’t deliver?

“Yeah, with the government stimulus. If you [got the stimulus], then you can’t get your  

child credit when you work for it. There’s no reason to believe them.” – Co-design Sprint  

Participant, household of 6 from Southside 

Many residents in lower and middle income families face other basic needs challenges that must  

be met or linked to digital inclusion efforts to make them relevant and useful. 

18% of respondents to the JFS survey (n=1839) reported: ‘home Internet is generally important,  

but if I were in a financial pinch I / we could go without it for a short period of time. 

FREE INTERNET RAISES QUESTIONS

There is a stigma to overcome around accepting free services. For some, ‘free’ signals a less 

than quality, which may not be desirable. In general, residents engaged wanted to be sure 

they weren’t taking away from others who need it more.

I probably would do free Internet, but I want to make sure I qualify ... I just don’t want to  

take it away from somebody else who really needs it. Don’t want to cheat the system and  

take from others.” – Woman from South Side, volunteers at the Mid-Ohio Food Collective 

“Maybe I should save that for someone more deserving. An insecurity issue I have, I guess ...  

It’s like imposter syndrome — you’re fake and someone will find out that I don’t deserve it.” 

– Mother of 3, described her family as ‘extremely low-income’

“Free would be great. My only concern would be how reliable and consistent it would be.  

Can only one device be connected? When I hear free, I want to hear more.” – Resident on the 

South Side who works from home with a roommate that is an avid gammer

“Free is good — all for that, but I didn’t want to complain [about pilot service being slow] 

because it was free.” – South Side mother who participated in Free Internet Pilot Program
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“I want to be a part of this program to gain more hands-on experience with graphic 

design, learning how to better use programs like Creative Suite. I also really want to 

participate in a community project.”

“I want to be a part of this program because it combines my interest in both STEM and 

art to design a mural. I am passionate about drawing and expressing through art, and 

this program is a great opportunity for me to explore augmented reality technologies. 

Collaborating with other students in Columbus sounds exciting as well.” 	

“One of the biggest things I learned was how to do digital art on photoshop and 

aftereffects. One of my favorite things I learned was how to upscale art in many 

different ways.”	

Digital Navigators

Goodwill Columbus, Jewish Family Services, Columbus Metropolitan Library, OhioHealth, Columbus 

Metropolitan Housing Authority, RemotEDx, Central Community House, and Columbus Rising have 

partnered to pilot coordinated Digital Navigator initiatives.
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LOW COST INTERNET CONNECTIVITY EXPANSION

EBB Adoption 

43,718 Franklin County Residents took advantage of EBB. As of March 2022, ACP Adoption  

in Franklin County (through March 2022) shows only 50,595 claimed subscribers.

CMHA Spectrum Internet Deal 

The Columbus Metropolitan Housing Authority is covering the cost for Spectrum Internet for over 

4,500 households across 18 communities for 5 years. Residents receive up to 200 Mbps Internet 

service, a modem and router at no cost to them.

Pilot of CBRS

Led by the City of Columbus and Smart Columbus, an affordable Internet pilot on the South Side 

anchored by Reeb Avenue Community Center, is bringing temporary affordable Internet service to 

nearby residents. Identification and selection of this area was informed by (1) data from Columbus 

Public Schools that showed expressed need for Chromebooks and hotspots, and (2) the technical 

feasibility of access to fiber optic infrastructure and base station height.

Key lessons from these ongoing pilots that are central to the community’s future long-term 

investments to address the digital divide include the following.

1.	 Wireless solutions are suitable for providing connectivity options for certain network uses; 

they may not be ideal for all Internet uses, especially when video-streaming to or from 

residential households.

2.	 Wireless radio placements are expensive and time consuming for both supplier-provided 

transmission sites, but also for consumer adjustments necessary to achieve optimal 

network performance. Achieving optimal wireless performance requires adequate density 

and continual throughput management.

3.	 Many residents do not have an adequate understanding of the decision factors in choosing 

a suitable broadband plan, nor do they understand the nature of what they are paying for 

in terms of cost-benefit, or how to ensure that they are receiving those benefits.

4.	 Precision in determining the number of disconnected households remains difficult and is a 

moving target, due in part, to a lack of adequate data and continuous changes in consumer 

choices, technology, and provider market investments.

5.	 Although residents benefit from short-term, low-cost options, what residents in low-income 

neighborhoods want and need is what most broadband consumers want, and that is 

high-speed, affordable, and reliable Internet service.
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OUTREACH AND ADOPTION

Introduction of New Market Option with Starry

Since the onset of the pandemic, Starry entered the Central Ohio market as a new alternative for 

in-home Internet service via a proprietary dense millimeter wave technology. The City of Columbus 

and Smart Columbus partnered with Starry to bring the service at a low-cost price point to the Near 

East Side. This pilot resulted in enrollment of nearly 200 near-east households for one year of free 

service with a low-cost option post-pilot. Learnings from this pilot program are highlighted below.

Resident Survey Results 

»	 87% of residents polled responded that access to Internet at home is essential

»	 76% of residents polled responded that the quality of Internet connection provided  

through Starry was better than what they are used to and provided excellent connection

»	 76% of residents polled responded that if/when given a choice they will continue using  

the Starry Internet service

»	 63% of residents polled responded that they feel Starry Internet is the best option for  

them at this time

»	 80% of residents polled answered positively to recommending this service to friends, 

families and/or neighbors.

Technical Performance 

This solution offers robust connectivity at very competitive rates. Residents were overall satisfied 

with the service they received for no cost. Unfortunately, some residents who wanted the services 

couldn’t be served because their home didn’t provide adequate line-of-sight to the base station.  

It was the intention of the pilot to serve single family homes as well as apartment units. Apartments 

where the base stations were located made up a majority of the participating households, whereas 

many single family homes did not qualify for service. Another potential obstacle in single family 

home adoption was the fact residential units being served needed to install an outdoor antenna, 

requiring owner/landlord approval.
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Resident Recruitment to Participate in the Pilot

Starry led the coordination of 45+ Community events including - Winter Wear Gift Drops, Family  

Fun days with local food trucks, and Community Dinners. Smart Columbus contracted the National 

Center for Urban Solutions (NCUS) who went door to door alongside Starry, completing 1,600+ 

Door-to-Door. This substantial resident engagement across the neighborhood converted to 278 

initially enrolled customers in King Lincoln.

INSIGHTS & LESSONS LEARNED

	 In person engagement is critical for success. 100% of Pilot sign ups resulted from onsite 

engagement. In addition, creating an “event” to drive interest and attendance was 

critical. Food, giveaways and other incentives were important to draw residents’ attention.

	 Strong relationships with onsite building managers is key. Developing a strong 

partnership with MDU management was important for enabling meaningful 

engagement with residents (scheduling, access, etc.). Strong relationships with 

building management also facilitated increased awareness and amplification of the 

Pilot offering and helped smooth access for installations.

	 Building trust across the community. Repeated visits, demonstrated care with 

working in the community. Becoming a familiar face was important. All of these 

aspects were critical to building trust in the community and gaining success in 

signing up Pilot households. 

	 The sign up flow and qualification process was not ideal. The separate sign up 

process for the free program was complex and required additional explanation to 

residents, who often were confused about the program and offer.

	 Need Clear Messaging. The door hanger collateral developed wasn’t effective in 

helping residents navigate the sign up and qualification process. There should have 

been simplified “next steps” as direct email or phone calls, even if it would have 

created more manual work.

	 Avoiding brand confusion is important. Working with the NCUS team was awesome 

for Starry, but it became clear that more branding was needed to differentiate the 

different representatives for the customer. 

	 The launch of the Affordable Connectivity Program (ACP) proved challenging. 

With a big national push on ACP (from the government and all providers), there was 

resident confusion around understanding the “best offer” and some distrust around 

whether the programs were legitimate. Often it felt like the programs were 

‘competing’ against each other.

	 Weather matters. Good weather brings more people out to events and with 

lingering COVID issues over the last year, programming in-person events was 

challenging. We saw an uptick in resident engagement when the weather improved! 
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Data Model

DATA ANALYSIS & COMPARISONS
The same level of intentionality used to establish the priorities, strategies, and activities aimed at 

addressing the inequities of the digital divide were used in determining the size and scale of this 

Action Agenda. Using business intelligence developed by Columbus City’s Office of Technology’s 

Geographic Information System (GIS) team, a data model was developed to: 1) analyze relative need 

in areas of the county where the digital divide is most acute; and 2) create an empirical process for 

determining the size of the overall challenge. 

Using the U. S. Census Bureau’s American Community Survey (ACS) as its foundation, the Columbus 

GIS team created processes that enable a far more granular and refined look at digital equity in 

Franklin County. This has been accomplished by relating countywide parcel data to Census tracts 

used in the ACS. The coupling of this data provides a solid framework for making data-driven 

decisions, particularly when identifying specific areas of need that cross census tract boundaries as is 

the case with Opportunity and Poverty Blueprint Neighborhoods. This innovative process also keeps 

records current and more accurate as extrapolations use property records that are regularly updated. 

A model was created using this enhanced 

data set that includes all Opportunity and 

Poverty Blueprint Neighborhoods as well 

as all areas of the county where the 

median household income is below a 

200% poverty level (adjusted for the 

average household size in Franklin 

County32). This poverty level is being used 

to align precisely with the level used to 

determine eligibility for the Affordable 

Connectivity Program (ACP) mentioned 

previously. The excerpt from this data set 

shown to the right shows the 25 areas  

of focus used to size this Action Agenda. 

The identification of these areas is not 

meant to imply the digital divide does not 

reveal itself in other locations throughout 

the county. It is being used as an 

empirical and defensible way to establish 

an overall size and scope of the Agenda.

 	 32	The Federal Poverty Level is typically shown for a family of four, however the average household/dwelling size in Franklin County  

		 is 2.5. Consequently, calculations for 200% of the poverty level have been adjusted accordingly.

138  |  Digital Equity Action Agenda



Important to note in the data set created by the Columbus GIS team is refinement of the term 

“household” used within the Census Bureau’s data. This is because Franklin County’s ability to drill 

down to the parcel level not only permits the identification of neighborhoods that cross Census tract 

boundaries, it also facilitates the ability to cross-reference which parcels contain Multi-Dwelling Units 

(MDU). These are multiple but separate housing units such as apartments and duplexes. This 

provides far greater clarity and accuracy with respect to the actual number of individual dwellings 

there are in a particular area. 

Following the establishment of the base data model, research was conducted on what adoption  

rate is likely to be achieved within a Franklin County Digital Equity Plan. Anecdotal interviews with 

individuals leading similar initiatives in other cities illuminated challenges associated with connecting 

with under-resourced households. In nearly all cases, participation rates were quite low despite 

significant monetary investments in outreach. Locally, this finding was corroborated in outreach 

efforts associated with the Columbus connectivity pilots. The closest large-scale empirical evidence 

of this challenge came from the Federal Communications Commission’s Emergency Broadband 

Benefit program which provided low-income households subsidies for broadband service from May 

through December 2021. Overall participation in this program was approximately 20% of eligible 

households.33 Taking these factors into account, but wanting to be aspirational when establishing 

targets, this Agenda and associated budget is calculated on a 30% participation rate. 

Using statistical analysis that estimates the number of households likely to be eligible based on the 

criteria cited above yields a total of 80,257 households. An anticipated adoption rate of 30% means 

24,077 households would stand to benefit from the digital equity plan evolving from this Agenda. 

 	 33	“A Roadmap for Affordable Broadband: Lessons from the Emergency Broadband Benefit.” USC Annenberg Research Network  

		 on International Communication, January 2022.
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Appendix

FRANKLIN COUNTY
DIGITAL EQUITY COALITION
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Terms & Definitions

DIGITAL EQUITY PLAN ACRONYMS AND DEFINITIONS

»	 ACS – The American Community Survey administered by the U.S. Census Bureau is the 

premiere source for detailed population and housing information in the United States. 

»	 Bandwidth – The throughput, or ability to move information through or from a 

communication device, system or subsystem, and is usually measured in quantities  

of data per second such as kilobit, megabit, or gigabit.

»	 Broadband – High-speed Internet access that is always on and faster than the traditional 

dial-up access. Standards for what constitutes “high speed” change over time.

»	 CBRS – Citizens Band Radio Service. Wireless broadcast spectrum designated by the 

Federal Communications Commission (FCC) that is shared among three tiers of users  

with varying levels of access based on licensing. This spectrum can be used for  

Internet connectivity. 

»	 CML – The Columbus Metropolitan Library.

»	 DEC – Digital Equity Coalition. The broad coalition of over 30 social service, commercial /  

business, education, government, healthcare, and other nonprofit entities that formally 

banded together in spring 2020 to respond to the immediate need to address gaps in 

digital equity, particularly as it concerned K-12 education when the COVID-19 pandemic 

struck in spring 2020.

»	 Dark Fiber – Fiber optic cable which is not currently connected to active  

communications equipment. 

»	 Digital Divide – The gap between those who have affordable access, skills, and support  

to effectively engage online and those who do not.

»	 Digital Equity – Digital equity is a condition in which all individuals and communities  

have the information technology capacity needed for full participation in our society,  

democracy, and economy.

»	 Digital Inclusion – The activities necessary to ensure that all individuals and communities, 

including the most disadvantaged, have access to and use of Information and 

Communication Technologies (ICTs).

»	 Digital Redlining – Discrimination by Internet service providers in the deployment, 

maintenance, or upgrade of infrastructure or delivery of services. The denial of services  

has disparate impacts on people in certain areas of cities or regions, most frequently  

on the basis of income, race, and ethnicity.

»	 FTTH – Fiber to the Home. This is infrastructure that brings fiber optic cable into a 

residence, providing fast and reliable Internet connectivity.

»	 Hotspot – A small separate device or a service on a smartphone that creates limited  

WiFi coverage for nearby devices using a cellular data network. 
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»	 Households & Dwellings – These are synonymous terms used in this plan. Both refer  

to a single housing unit (one house, one half of a duplex, one apartment in a multi-unit 

building). Household is a term used by the American Census Bureau in the American 

Community Survey (ACS) when reporting data by census tracts. The term dwelling is 

derived from local data analysis updated more regularly than Census data within 

geographic regions not used by the Census Bureau. Consequently, the term dwelling is 

presumed to provide a more accurate and up-to-date count of housing units than what  

is provided by the ACS.

»	 IIJA – Infrastructure, Investment, and Jobs Act. This is Public Law 117-58 passed by the  

117th Congress and signed into law on November 15, 2021. It provides a total of $65 billion 

for broadband investments.

»	 IOT – Internet of Things. Networked hardware and software devices, typically sensors  

that have the capacity to exchange data that inform users or other technologies. 

»	 ISP – Internet Service Provider

»	 MDU – Multi Dwelling Unit, a building with multiple tenants

»	 Middle Mile – The infrastructure (usually fiber optic) between global Internet networks  

and local networks that enable Internet connectivity for homes, businesses, and  

community institutions.

»	 MORPC – The Mid-Ohio Regional Planning Council

»	 Public-Private Partnership (PPP) – A partnership relationship between public and private 

sector entities for the purpose of delivering a project or service.

»	 Tier Flattening – Term used to describe when Internet Service Providers (ISPs) eliminate 

cheaper rate tiers for low and mid-speed Internet access, except at the very slowest levels. 

The effect is to make higher-speed and higher-priced plans the only viable alternative to 

meet household needs, often at prices that are not sustainable for low-come households.
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Digital Navigator Pilots

Goodwill Columbus – Digital Coach

Current Status: GWC currently has one Digital Coach who facilitates trainings on Beginning 

Computer Skills and How To Use Your Tablet/Phone at CML branches, Reeb Avenue, Community 

Connections, OMJ and at GWC. We are looking to expand to two Digital Coaches to work in other 

community locations.

Future Status: We hope to have someone who will create or co-create with other partners, content 

that will cover material from all the identified levels from the larger group. Those levels include 

Introduction to Computers, Skills for Life, Skills for Work (can’t remember the exact levels from last 

week). We won’t be creating content for Careers in Tech, that program for us is fully operational on  

a small scale relative to the size of our team and scope of work. We also hope to have a Hub 

Coordinator who will coordinate outreach, training, and partnership collaboration.

Jewish Family Service – Digital Coach

Digital Coaches will provide support by helping individuals find affordable Internet, obtain low-cost 

or free devices and provide digital skills trainings and tech support through both one-on-one 

assistance and group trainings. This will often be embedded into the work we do with clients.  

We hope to have someone who will create, or co-create with other partners, digital training modules 

that will be developed and recorded in our in-house studio space. We also hope to support a Hub 

Coordinator who will coordinate outreach, training, and partnership collaboration.

CMHA – Digital Connector

Residents will be able to connect with them in-person and over the phone and will also have a 

self-directed option they can use to access digital resources. The Digital Connector will complete 

assessments of residents’ digital needs, create individualized plans to address their needs, refer 

residents to services, and follow up with residents to manage the execution of their plan.

Ohio Health – Community Health Worker

In association with the Cbus WiFi 2022 Internet service pilots, two full-time staff will provide the 

following outreach: attend community events to promote the program by contacting existing 

OhioHealth patients that live within the two priority neighborhoods – South Side and King-Lincoln. 

They will provide education to qualifying families on the SMART Columbus digital equity resource, 

benefits and utilization. They will also assist qualifying families with enrollment via SMART Columbus 

website and in arranging transportation to pick up device offered. They will provide education on 

utilization of Internet to engage, promote, and support health and well-being. In addition, they will 

assist with enrollment into OhioHealth MyChart and utilization of tool, while also providing 

information on “Where To Go For Care” (Primary, Virtual, Urgent, Emergency).

Digital Equity Action Agenda  |  145



RemotEDx – Ohio Connectivity Champions

Ohio Connectivity Champions are a team of 15 remote customer service agents who assist families  

in finding affordable and reliable Internet through a call center and service desk. We focus on 

Internet acquisition. 

Columbus Metropolitan Library – Digital Coaches

CML currently employs 2 Digital Coach employees. The delivery model was planned as a central call 

center model. In reality, we have an in-house call center who is the first round for any intake,  

they will be transferring or creating tickets for the Digital Coaches. Both Coaches will be working 

with customers primarily by phone. 

JOURNEY 
PHASE

ENTICE / AWARENESS
Resident is made aware of Digital Navigation

ENTER
A need for Digital Navigation is identified

ENGAGE 
Resident accesses resources

EXIT / EXTEND
Resident deepens engagement in digital 
inclusion initiatives

Resident Actions / 
Interactions

Digital Navigator  
Actions / Interactions

Support Processes, 
Tech / Tools, People, 
Places, etc.

Digital Coaches train front line workers to be Digital 
Connectors across social sector orgs. to drive residents  
to support programs. / Community locations act as  
primary points of entry.

Social Media marketing and communications managed by 
DE Coordinator will drive awareness. 

Resident Ambassador network is intended to spread the 
word about programs and services to fuel resident awareness.

Awareness building results from Digital Advocate Program 
across broader community organizations to drive people to 
the system. / Future State: PMO supported community wide 
campaign to drive awareness.

Online Resource Portal provides up-to-date information  
about resources and programs across organizations.

HubSpot provides a shared service ticketing system  
across organizations to connect support efforts and  
collect data for continuous improvement.

JFS will create digital training modules in-house.

Digital Equity Coordinator will facilitate resource and program  
content consistency.

The Online Resource Portal / Central Support Tool provides a consistent single point  
of entry for residents and Digital Connectors / Digital Coaches to access all digital  
inclusion resources and programs.

Content Designer creates curriculum and training content for Introduction to Computers,  
Skills for Life, and Skills for Work. (Careers in Tech not included)

Digital Equity Coordinator facilitates partner collaboration on training content. 

Digital Coach network to facilitate coordination and best practice sharing  
across organizations.

Resident Ambassador program provides training, network, 
resources, and ongoing support for residents to be 
peer-to-peer advocates of digital equity in their communities.

DA

DC CST

CST

RA
DEC

DEC

CD

In-person, by phone, 
and self-directed

Comm. Health Worker 
engages with patients

Librarians assess and 
identify need

CMHA

OH

CML

GW

JFS

REDx

In-house call center

CML branches, Reeb, 
Comm. Connections, 
OMJ, GWC

Working with clients

Ohio Connectivity 
Champions, remote call 
center, service desk

CML

Resident decides to 
engage with CBO

Digital Connector 
refers resident to 
relevant support

Digital 
Connector 
identifies a 

resident need

Digital 
Connector 
creates a 

service ticket

Digital 
Connector 
creates a 
resident 

support plan

Awareness building 
results from Digital 
Advocate Program

Frontline worker 
trained as Digital 

Connector &  
resident interact

CMHA

OhioHealth

Col. Metropolitan Library

Goodwill Industries

Jewish Family Services

RemotEDx

Orgs. that will be joining:

Central Community House

Columbus Rising

Participating Pilot Organizations

CMHA

OH

CML

GW

JFS

REDx

Digital Advocates

Digital Connectors

Digital Coaches

Central Support Tool

Resident Ambassadors

Digital Equity Coordinator

Content Designer

Roles & Central Functions

DA

DC

DC

CST

RA

DEC

CD
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We’ve talked about the option for some referrals to branch staff if people need local help. Our  

Digital Coaches are being trained to support digital inclusion efforts, including access to affordable 

devices or connectivity (ACP or low cost ISO programs) and to provide (or refer to) digital skills. 

We are focused on not being too prescriptive about customer needs: customers set the  

success metric with their requests. To start, our Digital Coaches will support our recent device 

distribution project by proactively reaching out to those customers who recently received a device  

or hotspot connectivity.

JOURNEY 
PHASE

ENTICE / AWARENESS
Resident is made aware of Digital Navigation

ENTER
A need for Digital Navigation is identified

ENGAGE 
Resident accesses resources

EXIT / EXTEND
Resident deepens engagement in digital 
inclusion initiatives

Resident Actions / 
Interactions

Digital Navigator  
Actions / Interactions

Support Processes, 
Tech / Tools, People, 
Places, etc.

Digital Coaches train front line workers to be Digital 
Connectors across social sector orgs. to drive residents  
to support programs. / Community locations act as  
primary points of entry.

Social Media marketing and communications managed by 
DE Coordinator will drive awareness. 

Resident Ambassador network is intended to spread the 
word about programs and services to fuel resident awareness.

Awareness building results from Digital Advocate Program 
across broader community organizations to drive people to 
the system. / Future State: PMO supported community wide 
campaign to drive awareness.

Online Resource Portal provides up-to-date information  
about resources and programs across organizations.

HubSpot provides a shared service ticketing system  
across organizations to connect support efforts and  
collect data for continuous improvement.

JFS will create digital training modules in-house.

Digital Equity Coordinator will facilitate resource and program  
content consistency.

The Online Resource Portal / Central Support Tool provides a consistent single point  
of entry for residents and Digital Connectors / Digital Coaches to access all digital  
inclusion resources and programs.

Content Designer creates curriculum and training content for Introduction to Computers,  
Skills for Life, and Skills for Work. (Careers in Tech not included)

Digital Equity Coordinator facilitates partner collaboration on training content. 

Digital Coach network to facilitate coordination and best practice sharing  
across organizations.

Resident Ambassador program provides training, network, 
resources, and ongoing support for residents to be 
peer-to-peer advocates of digital equity in their communities.

DC

CST RA

DEC

CD

CMHA

OH

CML

GW

JFS

REDx

Sign-up for Cbus WiFi, enrollment into 
OhioHealth MyChart and assist with utilization 
of tools, info on “Where to Go for Care”

Access to affordable services or connectivity 
(ACP or ISO) and provide digital skills programs

Training on beginning computer skills, how to 
use mobile devices

Find affordable internet, obtain low-cost 
devices, digital skills training, tech support

ACP enrollment, affordable internet acquisition

Dedicated 
support 
needed?

DC or Digital 
Connector 
follows up 

with resident

DC / Digital 
Connector 

tracks 
progress

Digital 
Connector 
connects 

resident to 
Digital Coach

Additional 
need 

identified?

Resident 
connects 
with DC

DC / Digital 
Connector 

closes ticket

Resident 
completes 
necessary 
application

DC helps 
resident with 

necessary 
application

DC accesses 
resources 

and support 
content

Resident 
becomes a RA

Resident 
receives 

resources 
and support

N

N

Y

Y
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Recovery & Resiliency 
Report Recommendations

This Action Agenda aligns with key recommendations from 

Columbus’ Recovery and Resiliency Advisory Committee’s Final 

Report is critical. The following recommendations from the 2021 

report are of particular note:

»	 Recommendation #16: The Recovery and Resiliency 

Committee recognizes the significant progress of the 

Franklin County Digital Equity Coalition and recommends 

strong alignment and coordination to create an affordable, 

reliable, high-speed Internet option for low-income 

residents, promote adoption of Internet services, improve 

digital equity skills and technical support, and expand 

device access in the city of Columbus’ eight opportunity 

neighborhoods and the five Franklin County Poverty 

Blueprint areas.

»	 Recommendation #17: The Recovery and Resiliency 

Readiness Committee recommends the city of Columbus 

and Franklin County create a grant program for eligible organizations working in the city  

of Columbus eight opportunity neighborhoods and five Franklin County Poverty Blueprint 

areas to increase adoption of broadband services, improve digital life skills, increase device 

access, and provide technical and digital navigation support and  

skills training.

»	 Recommendation #18: Create a governance and oversight organization to manage the 

City, County and school district(s) investment in broadband infrastructure.

»	 Recommendation #19: The city of Columbus hires a Digital Inclusion program officer  

to increase the City of Columbus’ Department of Technology organizational bandwidth  

and to ensure direction, coordination, implementation and execution of the Digital  

Inclusion recommendations.

»	 Recommendation #20: Create a “hotspot” bank for short-term broadband accessibility  

for households within the eight opportunity neighborhoods and five Franklin County 

Blueprint areas while the “network”… is being built and/or if the federal broadband  

benefit is no longer available.

»	 Recommendation #21: Industry Aligned Short-Term Credential Ecosystem: Align area 

providers offering short-term, certificate programs for living-wage+ jobs (Per Scholas, 

CSCC, OhioMeansJobs Center, etc.) with area jobs data and employer need to create a 

regional, comprehensive, diverse talent pipeline across industry sectors aligned with One 

Columbus and JobsOhio data. Fund student certificate completion beyond traditional 

WIOA funding model (remove burden of paying for certificate from the individual).  
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Provide funding to support skill development as an on-ramp for certification programs 

(e.g., job-related ESL, digital skills), case management to address barriers to student 

success, and employment coaching for job readiness skills. Prepare employers to receive 

employees from these programs by developing meaningful employment onboarding 

programs, including on-the-job learning and apprenticeships. Use Hospitality Diversity 

Apprenticeship program as an emerging best practice for long-term funding sustainability.

»	 Recommendation #22: Regional Youth/Young Adult Career Exploration and Work-Based 

Learning System: Increase current system capacity by aligning existing programs funding 

additional career coaching/employment navigators for youth and young adults. Fund 

additional capacity to focus on the high school classes of 2020, 2021 and 2022 beyond 

IKIC/WDBCO program and CSCC’s Forward Together. Fund capacity to work with area 

employers to scale successful earn and learn models. Reenvision the area’s approach to 

youth summer jobs.

DIFFUSION OF INNOVATION MODEL
One of the best known social science theories, the Diffusion of Innovation, developed by  

E.M. Rogers suggests that adopters of new innovations will do so in five distinct categories  

or groups. These include:

»	 Innovators – These are people who want to be the first to try the innovation. They are 

venturesome and interested in new ideas. These people are very willing to take risks,  

and are often the first to develop new ideas. Very little, if anything, needs to be done  

to appeal to this population. 2.5% of population.

»	 Early Adopters – These are people who represent opinion leaders. They enjoy leadership 

roles, and embrace change opportunities. They are already aware of the need to change 

and so are very comfortable adopting new ideas. Strategies to appeal to this population 

include how-to manuals and information sheets on implementation. They do not need 

information to convince them to change. 13.5% of population.

»	 Early Majority – These people are rarely leaders, but they do adopt new ideas before the 

average person. That said, they typically need to see evidence that the innovation works 

before they are willing to adopt it. Strategies to appeal to this population include success 

stories and evidence of the innovation’s effectiveness. 34% of population

»	 Late Majority – These people are skeptical of change, and will only adopt an innovation 

after it has been tried by the majority. Strategies to appeal to this population include 

information on how many other people have tried the innovation and have adopted it 

successfully. 34% of population.

»	 Laggards – These people are bound by tradition and very conservative. They are very 

skeptical of change and are the hardest group to bring on board. Strategies to appeal  

to this population include statistics, fear appeals, and pressure from people in the other 

adopter groups. 16% of population.

Communication and marketing to these five groups is likely to be different — the messages and 

frequency of communication for each of the five groups will be different, as the decisions to 

participate — the motivations to participate are unique each group. Early successes in outreach  
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and adoption of digital inclusion programs and services are most likely to be group 1. This group  

also is a strong component to reach group 2 and group 3, as success for group 1 turns them into 

evangelists for groups 2 and 3. 

Spending time understanding the needs of these groups, especially 1 through 3, aka end-user  

design of programs and services will be vital to achieving outcomes and impacts, in other words 

achieving digital equity. 
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KEY PERFORMANCE INDICATORSab

a.	https://docs.google.com/document/d/1YaRPlZG_XoJcAyMZaUS0GDSa60EPwiBaTHhPin45d84/edit

b.	Because KPIs were not completed within the outline, particularly for Connectivity and Digital Life Skills, they are missing below. 

However, knowing they had to be established and there had to be congruency among all the KPIs, a separate document with all of them 

was created. Please see KPI Summary, a Google Doc upon which comments can be added. 
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