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NEW PHOENIX CENTER STUDY FINDS “BROADBAND GAP” BETWEEN TRIBAL AND 
NON-TRIBAL CENSUS TRACKS CLOSING 

Any residual gap is nearly fully explained by differences in demographic characteristics 

WASHINGTON, D.C. — Deploying broadband to all Americans has long been a goal of the U.S. 
Government.  Some progress has been made and the bi-partisan Infrastructure Investment and Jobs 
Act of 2021 provides a sizable subsidy of nearly $45 billion to complete the task.  Broadband 
deployment to Tribal areas in particular is a longstanding problem, and thus has received 
considerable attention by the Federal Communications Commission (“FCC”).  Has this focus been 
productive?   

In a new analysis released today entitled The Broadband Tribal Gap:  An Empirical Evaluation, 
Phoenix Center Chief Economist Dr. George S. Ford studies broadband deployment over the years 
2014-2020 in Tribal and non-Tribal census tracts using the FCC’s Form 477 data to quantify progress.  
This gap is measured as the difference in average broadband availability between Tribal and non-
Tribal census tracts.  Dr. Ford uses unmatched and matched samples, and a sample of census tracts 
within 30 miles of a Tribal area is also analyzed with and without matching.  In all cases, Dr. Ford 
finds that the gap between Tribal and non-Tribal census tracks has been getting closer to zero over 
time and by 2020 (the last year data are available) the gap was near zero in all cases, especially when 
the deployment differences are conditioned on a few covariates.  Indeed, the Tribal Gap is nearly 
fully explained by differences in demographic characteristics.  These results are encouraging and 
suggests efforts to close the Tribal Gap are meeting with some success, though many factors that 
determine deployment largely are beyond regulatory remedy (e.g., population density).   

“These results do not imply that broadband is ubiquitous in either Tribal or non-Tribal areas,” 
says study author Phoenix Center Chief Economist Dr. George S. Ford.  “Instead, these results 
simply demonstrate that the difference in availability between Tribal and non-Tribal areas is 
shrinking and that this difference is mostly explained by a few demographic characteristics, 
especially population density.”    

A full copy of PHOENIX CENTER POLICY BULLETIN NO. 62, The Broadband Tribal Gap:  An Empirical 
Evaluation, may be downloaded free from the Phoenix Center’s web page at:  https://www.phoenix-
center.org/PolicyBulletin/PCPB62Final.pdf.    

The Phoenix Center is a non-profit 501(c)(3) organization that studies broad public-policy issues related 
to governance, social and economic conditions, with a particular emphasis on the law and economics of the 
digital age. 
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