The
EFFECTIVE |
ENGAGEMENT
SCALE:

MEASURING

HOW STATES

and TRIBES are
COLLABORATING

iIn the BEAD PROGRAM

By SHARAYAH LANE

Published by the BENTON INSTITUTE for BROADBAND & SOCIETY

JULY 2025




THE EFFECTIVE
ENGAGEMENT SCALE:
MEASURING HOW
STATES and TRIBES
are COLLABORATING
in the BEAD PROGRAM

By SHARAYAH LANE
Published by the BENTON INSTITUTE for BROADBAND & SOCIETY

JULY 2025

Research and report are underwritten by the Marjorie & Charles Benton Opportunity Fund

BENTON
§ INSTITUTE
= for BROADBAND
= & SOCIETY

Broadband Delivers Opportunities
and Strengthens Communities

1041 Ridge Road, Unit 214
Wilmette, IL 60091
benton.org

This work is licensed under the Creative Commons Attribution-Noncommercial 3.0 United States License. A copy of this
license is available at CC BY-NC 4.0 Deed | Attribution-NonCommercial 4.0 International

Please include the following attribution when citing this report: Lane, Sharayah, “The Effective Engagement Scale: Measuring
How States and Tribes Are Collaborating in the BEAD Engagement-Scale” Wilmette, IL: Benton Institute for Broadband &
Society, July 2025. benton.org/publications/Engagement-Scale



https://creativecommons.org/licenses/by-nc/4.0/deed.en
https://www.benton.org/publications/Engagement-Scale 
https://www.benton.org
https://www.benton.org/opportunity-fund
https://www.benton.org

EXECUTIVE SUMMARY oottt bbbttt bbbt 4

RECOMMENDATIONS ..ttt sttt s et b 2 s £ £ bt s se st s et et n st e e ennen 6
INTRODUGCTION ...ttt sttt s et se st e £ se s s e st e s e s e et s et et saes 8
BEAD PROGRAM OVERVIEW ...ttt 10
METHODOLOGY: Examining State Engagement and Capacity ..o 13
CONTEXT for STATE-TRIBAL RELATIONSHIP ..ottt nees 13
Table 1: Number of Federally Recognized Tribes by State ..., 14

Table 2: Tribal ACreage DY STAte ... s sre e 16

Table 3: State Broadband OffiCES ...t 17
REVIEW Of STATE PLANS ..ottt s sttt s e s e s et s s snsesessnnas 18
EVAlUQTION CHILOIIA ittt bbbttt 19
EFFECTIVE ENGAGEMENT SCALE ..ottt 19
Figure 1: Advancing Levels of ENGAgEMENT ..ottt 20

FROM NOTIFICATION to COLLABORATION: State Scores on Effective Engagement .......... 22
MAPPING SCORING to EFFECTIVE ENGAGEMENT SCORES ..o 23
Figure 2: States by Effective ENgagement TIEF .t 24
Findings from EValuation CriLeIIa: ...ttt sttt 24

© COMMUNICATION ottt ettt 24

* Coordination MECHANISIMS ...ttt 25

I =Y =Yo L AN a F= ] LY 2] £ 26

¢ Planned ACTIVITIES ..ot 28
LEARNINGS and RECOMMENDATIONS for EFFECTIVE ENGAGEMENT ... 30
L0 ]\ L od I U =] L TSR 32

AUTHOR BIO ... bbb bbb 33



The Infrastructure Investment and Jobs Act includes the single largest investment in
broadband deployment in the history of the United States. The Broadband Equity,
Access, and Deployment (BEAD) Program allocates $42.5 billion to states to build
out broadband infrastructure to every unserved and underserved location in their
territories. BEAD also vests the states with the responsibility to engage directly with
Tribal Nations within their territory. Tribal Nations have historically engaged with the
United States in a government-to-government relationship, but the BEAD program
requires states to demonstrate how they are working to assess and address the
connectivity needs in Indian Country.

In this report, | examine how states worked with Tribal Nations through a review of
their BEAD plans. Through analysis of states’ outreach, planning, and coordination
activities, | developed the Effective Engagement Scale that locates states on a
spectrum from simple notification (Level 1) to meaningful collaboration (Level 4).

1. Notification: Outreach to a Tribal Nation to provide program information. The
formal process with a Tribal Nation typically includes a “Dear Tribal Leader”
letter and does not require a response from the Tribal government.

2. Consultation: A mechanism for gathering feedback that includes a better
understanding of the needs of Tribal Nations. This information is then used

when outlining future plans.

3. Representation: A Tribal Nation is present in dialogue, and its feedback is
systemically incorporated into any future decision-making processes.

4. Collaboration: Ongoing consultation and representation by all Tribal Nations in
the state’s award process and subsequent program supports.

The Effective Engagement Scale, used here for the BEAD program, could also
be applied to other government programs working with Tribal communities.
Government agencies and Tribes have shared their frustrations with traditional

consultation processes.



Formal consultation may not go far enough to obtain the necessary information
from both parties up front. There is a greater cost to programs that lack effective
engagement. Program revisions, challenge processes, long-standing disparities,
and the costs associated with them can be addressed through early and effective
engagement.

Although states were all required to work with Tribal Nations, their approaches

and capacities to do so varied. Some states took this opportunity to establish new
and deeper relationships with Tribal Nations. Other states’ engagement efforts
incorporated Tribal community and leadership voices into their planned activities and

funding strategies.

States that scored the highest on the Effective Engagement Scale relied on the
following practices:

They identified Tribal Nations as a priority area of focus for ensuring

universal connectivity.

States positioned themselves to engage differently with a historically
underrepresented group. States that made Tribes a priority wove opportunities
for engagement into their outreach, needs identification, and planned activities.

They held regular engagement activities with Tribes, rather than deferring
plans for future engagement.

States that incorporated regular in-person and virtual convenings with Tribal
Nations are able to maintain collaborative work with Tribes. States that only
made plans for future engagement with Tribes don’t have the foundation
needed to build upon relationships.

They planned for challenges.

States that acknowledged Tribal connectivity challenges—such as geography,
capacity, and historical exclusion—were able to prepare themselves to help
meet these challenges through the BEAD program. Some states used available
datasets to identify the needs of Tribes and planned for addressing these
challenges in their proposals.



Invest in effective engagement to limit long-term social and fiscal costs.

Too often, government programs geared toward Tribal communities have
fallen short because initial investments in engagement have been insufficient.
Ongoing problems have costs. Poorly informed solutions have costs.
Unfortunately, a long history of miscommunication and exclusion has
contributed to the ongoing digital divide in Tribal communities. Adequately
addressing this divide is going to require investment that goes beyond just
dollars. With proper diagnosis of the problems from the beginning, achieved
through effective engagement, states and Tribes have an opportunity to close
the digital divide.

Prioritize the least engaged.

As states work toward connecting all their residents, they should prioritize
engagement with the least-connected communities. If a community is still
without broadband access, solutions for connecting the community are going
to require more understanding, increased engagement, and relationally based
solutions.

Take steps to ensure that engagement is reciprocated.

Reciprocal communications build working relationships. When outreach efforts
do not receive a response, they are not effective. There are effective practices
to ensure that communications are received and a working relationship is
established. Planning for a multifaceted approach to engagement with Tribal
communities results in establishing effective communications that can be built
upon. States should build in activities to help ensure that engagement efforts
are reciprocated.

Work from shared goals toward collaborative solutions.

Closing the digital divide is a shared goal and challenge. Broadband access
has gone from being a luxury to being a necessity in all our communities.
However, Tribal communities that remain unconnected have a complex task at
hand. Solutions for reliable, sustainable, and affordable networks will require
creativity and collaboration. The work of BEAD calls together leaders who
may have never worked together before. Seeing the problem of unconnected
communities as a shared problem presents the opportunity to work toward



shared goals. When states engage with Tribal Nations as residents of their
states, their lack of connectivity can be prioritized, and collaborative solutions

can emerge.

Prepare for the long haul.

Effective engagement with Tribal Nations is a long-term process that requires
respect, reciprocity, and relationships. The information and understanding
needed to build and maintain networks on Tribal land will not be developed
quickly. The foundations built to establish BEAD engagement—and other
broadband-related programs—are but a beginning. Ongoing challenges—

such as workforce development, digital equity, network security, and network
sustainability—must be considered during the initial planning. States that begin
this work preparing for long-term relationships with Tribal Nations will lay the

foundations needed to address future considerations as they arise.



Indigenous communities throughout North America continue to face the unfortunate
reality of being unserved and underserved in terms of internet access. Despite billions
of dollars invested in broadband infrastructure over the past few decades, there are
still considerable barriers to closing the digital divide in Indigenous communities. The
current investments have the potential to make the coming years among the most
productive in solving the problem.

The Census Bureau reports that today, approximately 29 percent of American Indian
and Alaska Native households on Tribal lands lack access to . Funding
alone will not lead to universal adoption of broadband. Meaningful engagement and
long-term partnerships are also essential. This is the work the has
been doing over the years.

The Internet Society believes that the internet is for everyone. The organization has

as a target demographic for community network
deployments, policy and advocacy support, technical training, and funding. The
Internet Society acknowledges that Indigenous communities around the world remain
among the most underconnected. Through community engagement, the Internet
Society works to include Indigenous voices and perspectives in decisions and solutions

that work to close the connectivity gaps for Indigenous peoples around the world.
There are several that lead to Indigenous communities’ digital divide:

Geographical isolation: Many Indigenous communities reside in remote, often
hard-to-reach areas, making traditional infrastructure development both costly
and logistically challenging.

Historical marginalization: Colonial legacies have left many Indigenous groups
systematically excluded from critical services and opportunities, including

internet access.

Sovereign status: Indigenous tribes functioning as sovereign nations often
encounter bureaucratic barriers to accessing governmental resources, funding,
and programs designed to improve infrastructure.


https://www.census.gov/library/stories/2024/06/broadband-access-tribal-areas.html#:~:text=From%202016%20to%202021%2C%20the,percentage%20points%20to%206%20points.&text=Compared%20to%20the%20national%20average,%25)%20households%20in%20nontribal%20areas
https://www.internetsociety.org/
https://www.internetsociety.org/indigenet/
https://www.isocfoundation.org/2024/10/what-is-indigenous-connectivity-overcoming-barriers-to-internet-access/#:~:text=Indigenous%20populations%2C%20especially%20those%20in,exacerbates%20social%20and%20economic%20inequalities

Cultural disconnect: Mainstream service providers and governmental bodies
often fail to respect or understand Indigenous cultures, values, and ways of life,

further marginalizing these communities.

Limited incentive for large providers: Major internet service providers are
generally profit-driven and inadequately motivated to expand services into low-

revenue areas, leaving sparsely populated Indigenous regions underserved.

The Broadband Equity, Access, and Deployment (BEAD) Program presents

an unprecedented opportunity to close the digital divide for our nation’s most
marginalized. The reasons many rural and Tribal communities remain unconnected are
simple: The initial investment for deploying broadband networks is high and the returns
are low. The BEAD program seeks to address these economics by allocating funding to
states to, in turn, make grants to internet service providers bringing broadband access
to communities that are unconnected or underconnected. Tribal Nations have the
opportunity to build the foundation for broadband in their communities and work with
states in a new way. Tribal Nations have primarily engaged with the federal government
in their government-to-government relationships. BEAD changes that. Tribal Nations
are now working with states to access these funds, and, for many communities, this will
be a first-of-its-kind program.

Funding is just one component of this work. Engagement activities are critical to
ensure that broadband deployment is carried out effectively. In other words, effective
engagement is vital to the success of the BEAD program.

This report reviews and analyzes the engagement activities between states and Tribal
Nations based on their documentation in state BEAD plans. | developed a scale to
compare states’ engagement activities in four tiers as a predictive indicator of program
success. In the BEAD program, all states are required to conduct Tribal consultations.
Some states took this engagement requirement further to incorporate Tribal community
and leadership voices into planning activities and funding strategies. Some were better
prepared for this moment than others. The better-prepared states have established long-
term relationships and collaboration with Tribes through other state programs. Some
states embraced their opportunity to learn more about the Tribes within their footprint,
while others did not. Some states approached this process as a new opportunity to
reach the most underconnected residents, while others did not. Some states considered
the complex challenges of Tribal broadband alongside their neighbors and tackled these
hurdles together, while others were less invested in such activities.



These varied dynamics and approaches to the BEAD program will result in different

outcomes for Tribal communities. Measuring effective engagement in the planning

process can give us an idea of how successful BEAD will be in reaching some of the

most underconnected communities across our country.

BEAD PROGRAM OVERVIEW

In developing the BEAD program, the U.S. Department
of Commerce’s National Telecommunications and
Information Administration (NTIA) recognized that Tribal
Nations and states would have to work together to
ensure that federal funding resulted in broadband access
throughout Indian Country. NTIA was explicit in its Notice
of Funding Opportunity (NOFO) that Tribal communities
are among the least connected, stating that “the digital
divide is particularly acute for communities of color, Tribal
Nations, and lower-income areas and spans both urban
and rural areas of the country.”

NTIA understands the importance of engagement:

“Broadband providers must communicate well with
Tribal partners to ensure that deployments proceed

as expected and that non-deployment activities are
designed and implemented in ways that most benefit the
communities they are designed to serve.”

The NOFO asks states to identify and outline steps to
support Tribal broadband planning processes and/or
ongoing efforts to deploy broadband with Tribal Nations,
requiring states to describe how they coordinated with
Tribal governments in development of their statewide
strategies. Specific actions NTIA encourages states to
conduct include:

© Giving every federally recognized Tribe an opportuni-
ty to submit its own local broadband plan for consid-
eration in the development of state BEAD proposals.
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NTIA REQUIREMENTS
for STATES
ADDRESSING TRIBAL
BROADBAND

States are required to
familiarize themselves with
the current landscape of
Tribal broadband within their
territories.

IN THE INITIAL PROPOSAL,
STATES WERE ASKED TO:

e |dentify and outline steps to
support Tribal broadband
planning processes or
ongoing efforts to deploy
broadband or close the
digital divide,

Describe coordination with
local Tribal governments
along with local Tribal
planning processes,

Identify existing efforts
funded by federal or state
governments on Tribal
lands,

Certify they have conducted
coordination with Tribal
governments, and

Identify unserved and
underserved locations
on Tribal lands under the
jurisdiction of the state.

VOLUME 2 of the INITIAL
PROPOSAL REQUIRED:

e Meaningful engagement
and outreach to diverse
stakeholder groups,




© Referring to pre- and post-consultation materials
previously developed for the Tribal Broadband
Connectivity Program (TBCP).

o Adopting selection criteria reflecting a prospective
subgrantee’s support from Tribal governments with
oversight over the locations to be served.

© Describing how they intend to submit proof of
a Tribal government’s consent to deployment if
planned projects include locations on Tribal lands.

The majority of solicited information about engagement
with Tribal Nations can be found in a state’s Initial
Proposal Volume 2. This is where NTIA requires states to
outline their activities for engaging with Tribal Nations as
part of BEAD applications. NTIA’s guidance for Volume

State coordination with
Tribal governments,

Each Tribe to be given
the opportunity to submit
its own local broadband
plan for consideration in
the development of state
proposals,

States to describe how
they intend to submit
proof of Tribal consent
to deployments on Tribal
lands, and

States to demonstrate
they conducted outreach
and engagement activities
to encourage broad
awareness, participation,
and feedback during the
public comment period,
particularly among Tribal
governments.

IN THE FINAL PROPOSAL,

2 requires that the plans be “informed by collaboration STATES HAVE TO INCLUDE:

with Tribal entities as applicable,” saying that “it is the e Certification that effective

responsibility of the [state] ... to understand and address
the broadband needs of Tribal and Native entities.” The
guidance goes on to say that states “must conduct
outreach and engagement activities to encourage broad
awareness and participation ... particularly among Tribal
Governments” and requires states to demonstrate how
they did so.

The BEAD NOFO continually reiterates the importance of
engagement, stating that “local and Tribal coordination
and stakeholder engagement is critical to the BEAD
program’s success, to eliminating barriers to broadband
access and adoption, and to rapidly and economically
building out new broadband networks.” NTIA views
strong involvement between states and Tribal
communities as key to ensuring that underrepresented
communities are accounted for. Local coordination
efforts are requirements in states’ submissions of five-

engagement has been
conducted, coordination
with Tribal governments
has taken place, and a
description of the impact
that coordination had on
the content of the final
proposal;

A description of efforts
undertaken by the

state to ensure the
participation of Tribal
governments, including
explication for awards to
traditional providers when
nontraditional providers
applied; and

To the extent that a

state plans to deploy on
tribal lands, documented
resolution of consent from
the Tribal government.

1



year action plans, and NTIA requests a detailed description of such activities with
Tribal communities. NTIA also requires eligible entities to “establish, document, and
adhere to clear procedures to ensure transparency. This includes publicly posting
the Proposals prior to submission to NTIA as well as plans or comments submitted
by local political subdivisions or Tribal Governments and explanations of how local
recommendations were used.”



METHODOLOGY:
EXAMINING STATE
ENGAGEMENT and CAPACITY

CONTEXT for STATE-TRIBAL RELATIONSHIP

In addition to examining the various planning documents, this report considers
additional contextual elements that shape how states fare in effective engagement.
The understanding of where states were beginning this process is important to

the outcomes in effective engagement. For example, states with more Tribes may
be more likely to have established relationships with them than states with fewer
Tribes. States with Tribes that have larger landmasses may be more likely to have
had previous engagement than states with smaller Tribal landmasses. However,
dimensions that represent the context for the state-Tribal relationship do not
necessarily correlate with effective engagement.

Background information to contextualize the state-Tribal relationship is presented

along four dimensions:
1. Number of Tribal Nations within state lines
2. Tribal member/Native American-identifying population
3. Landmass of Tribal lands within state lines
4. Age of state broadband office

NOTE: quantitative data on Tribal lands and populations are not always accurately represented in available sources.

NUMBER of TRIBAL NATIONS WITHIN STATE LINES

This report includes 34 states that have federally recognized Tribal Nations within
their borders. Of these states, the number of Tribes within each state ranges from
one to 228." A total of 15 states have between one and four Tribal Nations, 12 states
have five to 20 Tribal Nations, and seven states have 21 or more Tribal Nations within
their borders. The number of Tribal Nations within a state likely impacted that state’s
past engagement activities with Tribes based on previous governmental programs

and funding opportunities.

1 Alaska has by far the most Tribal Nations of any state, with 228.
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Table 1: NUMBER of FEDERALLY RECOGNIZED TRIBES by STATE
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LANDMASS of TRIBAL LANDS WITHIN STATE LINES

The area of Tribal lands varies across states. The total landmass of Tribal lands in the
United States is over 70 million acres (for context, the state of California is just over 100
million acres). These landmasses range from 528 to 22,353,645 acres. Of the 34 states
included in this analysis, eight states have less than 10,000 acres of Tribal lands, 13 states
have 10,001 to 100,000 acres of Tribal lands, nine states have 100,001 to 400,000 acres
of Tribal lands, and four states have 400,001 to 2.5 million acres of Tribal lands.

States with larger Tribal landmasses—like South Dakota and Arizona—explicitly associated
the goal of connecting these lands to their overall goal of universal broadband.

The following table shows the acreage of Tribal lands in relation to total acreage of states.



Table 2: TRIBAL ACREAGE by STATE
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AGE of STATE BROADBAND OFFICE

Almost all state broadband offices have been established
within the past five to 10 years. However, a few states,
such as Massachusetts and North Dakota, established
their offices over a decade ago. The importance of
broadband access was amplified during the pandemic.
This is when the majority of states introduced legislation
to create broadband-focused offices and designated
leadership. While this has been a relatively new endeavor
for state governments, these developments have been
critical in addressing the broadband needs across states
for the implementation of BEAD as well as for various
other broadband programs. Some states took the
additional step of designating a Tribal Liaison tasked
with coordinating with Tribal Nations within the state to
reach connectivity goals. The following table identifies
dedicated offices, agencies, task forces, and funds within
each state.

Table 3: STATE BROADBAND OFFICES

THE FOLLOWING
are DEFINED AS:

OFFICE: A centralized authority
for broadband projects.

AGENCY: One or more
departments working on
broadband projects.

TASK FORCE: A formal team—
often involving multiple
agencies and sectors—
dedicated to broadband
issues.

FUND: A dedicated resource
that makes grants
to localities, internet
service providers, Tribes,
cooperatives, nonprofit
organizations, public-private
partnerships, or public
utility districts to expand
broadband access.

STATE OFFICE  AGENCY  _o1(oiiSueo  FORCE LIAISON
ALABAMA YES YES 2021 YES NO
ALASKA YES YES 2022 YES YES
ARIZONA NO YES 2022 NO YES
CALIFORNIA YES YES 2010 YES YES
COLORADO YES YES 2016 YES YES
CONNECTICUT YES YES 2015 NO NO
FLORIDA YES YES 2020 NO NO
[27.1, [o] NO YES 2021 YES YES
IOWA NO YES 2023 YES NO
KANSAS YES YES 2020 NO YES
LOUISIANA YES YES 2020 YES NO
MAINE YES NO 2021 NO NO
MASSACHUSETTS YES YES 2008 NO NO
MICHIGAN YES YES 2021 YES NO

17



https://www.pew.org/en/research-and-analysis/articles/2021/06/28/which-states-have-dedicated-broadband-offices-task-forces-agencies-or-funds
https://www.pew.org/en/research-and-analysis/articles/2021/06/28/which-states-have-dedicated-broadband-offices-task-forces-agencies-or-funds

MINNESOTA YES YES 2013 YES YES

MISSISSIPPI YES YES 2022 NO NO
MONTANA NO YES 2021 YES YES

NEBRASKA NO YES 2023 YES NO

NEVADA NO YES 2015 YES NO
NEW MEXICO YES YES 2021 YES YES

NEW YORK YES YES 2022 YES NO

NORTH CAROLINA YES YES 2021 NO NO
NORTH DAKOTA NO YES 2009 NO YES

(o] (W.\, [o] V. YES YES 2021 YES YES

(o] :{{cle]) ] YES YES 2018 YES NO
RHODE ISLAND YES YES 2021 YES NO

SOUTH CAROLINA YES YES 2021 YES NO

SOUTH DAKOTA NO YES 2019 NO YES
TEXAS YES YES 2021 YES NO

UTAH YES YES 2021 YES NO
VIRGINIA YES YES 2018 YES NO
WASHINGTON YES YES 2019 NO YES

WISCONSIN YES YES 2014 YES YES

WYOMING NO YES 2018 YES YES

Source: Pew Charitable Trusts

REVIEW of STATE PLANS

The findings of this research are based on a review of 34 state BEAD plans.? The 34
states included have at least one federally recognized Tribe within their borders and
documented engagement activities with Tribes in their submitted documents. Some
of these states have Tribal Nations that span two or more state lines. Documents
reviewed include:

BEAD INITIAL PROPOSAL VOLUME 2
STATE DIGITAL EQUITY PLANS

STATE FIVE-YEAR ACTION PLANS

2 Indiana has two Tribal Nations with land in the state. However, its submissions for review listed “not applicable”
under Tribal engagement requirements. For that reason, Indiana has been excluded from this report.
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Each of these documents include plans for or reports on engagement activities with
Tribal Nations.? This review provides a general overview of engagement activities

between states and Tribal Nations.

EVALUATION CRITERIA

When reviewing state plans, trends emerged showing that all states conducted

the following activities to some degree. The level of participation in each of these
activities was assessed to determine where states’ efforts fall on the Effective
Engagement Scale. For example, if a state participated in some but not all of the
below activities, it would score lower on the scale than a state that participated fully
in all of them.

Communication: The manner and frequency of how states communicated with

Tribes, including letters, meetings, and listening sessions.

Structured coordination: Ongoing engagement, established liaison roles,
incorporation of feedback into planning documents, or partnership with Tribal-

serving agencies.

Needs assessments: Depth and details of needs assessment, informed by
Tribal-defined priorities or input.

Planned activities: Clear and actionable activities included in the plan with
stated goals, timelines, or funding allocations to address Tribal needs.

| examined states’ efforts based on their documentation of activities in the categories
above. | also assessed the varied ways these activities were carried out. Each of these

criteria contributed to demonstrations of the principles of the effective engagement scale.

Native American peoples have often referred to themselves as feeling “invisible.” This
reflects the reality that Tribal populations are often underrepresented in programs
and data. Federal programs have often been funded and implemented, only to spend
a significant amount of time and money addressing the needs of Tribal communities

that were not consulted properly from the outset.

3 Review of these state plans cannot ensure exhaustive findings as some plans may have been updated since
review and/or do not include all information of engagement activities executed.



This report proposes the term “effective engagement” over the more widely used
“meaningful engagement.” The goal of this language is to tie together the effectiveness
of a program and the engagement activities practiced at the start of that program.

The scale includes advancing levels of engagement:

Figure . ADVANCING LEVELS of ENGAGEMENT

COLLABORATION

REPRESENTATION

CONSULTATION

NOTIFICATION

COLLABORATION

Ongoing
consultation and
representation by
all Tribal Nations
in the state’s
award process
and subsequent

program supports.

REPRESENTATION

A Tribal Nation
is present in
dialogue, and

its feedback

is systemically
incorporated
into any future
decision-making
processes.

CONSULTATION

A mechanism
for gathering
feedback that
includes a better
understanding
of the needs of
Tribal Nations.
This information
is then used when
outlining future
plans.

NOTIFICATION

Outreach to a
Tribal Nation to
provide program
information. The
formal process
with a Tribal
Nation typically
includes a “Dear
Tribal Leader”
letter and does
not require

a response

from the Tribal
government.
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Effective engagement is measured and should be associated with the outcomes of
BEAD funding and Tribal connectivity in the coming years.

There are a number of reasons effective engagement has been a challenge thus far.
Cultural differences, historical policies, misaligned values, economic disparities, and
established norms are some of the reasons that Tribal Nations have not experienced

effective engagement with government agencies.

Effective engagement practices can make a significant difference in other
government programs as well. The cost of not engaging effectively can be
tremendous. Costs can include staffing and administrative expenses to review, revise,
and redo programs once issues with those programs are raised by participants.
When programs are properly informed from the beginning, their odds of success
and sustainability are increased for the long term. Much of the cost on the back end
can be avoided if there is clear understanding and collaboration between parties on
the front end. As states work to advance their policy goals in any area that requires
hearing the voices and experiences of their most underrepresented residents, the
Effective Engagement Scale can be used.



FROM NOTIFICATION to
COLLABORATION:

STATE SCORES on
EFFECTIVE ENGAGEMENT

The BEAD program was designed to ensure that Tribal Nations would be included
in states’ plans for broadband deployment. With the goal of closing the digital

divide, states need to consider the connectivity needs of Tribes in addition to rural
and urban communities. NTIA’s BEAD Initial Proposal Guidance includes required

responses to states’ engagement activities with Tribal Nations. In addition to
consultation requirements, states had to include Tribal consent requirements that
would be applicable to deployments on Tribal lands. All states were required to

provide the following information.

LOCAL, TRIBAL, and REGIONAL BROADBAND PLANNING PROCESSES

2.2.1 Text Box: Identify and outline steps that the [states] will take to support
local, Tribal, and regional broadband planning processes or ongoing efforts to
deploy broadband or close the digital divide. In the description, include how

the Eligible Entity will coordinate its own planning efforts with the broadband
planning processes of local and Tribal Governments, and other local, Tribal, and
regional entities. Eligible Entities may directly copy descriptions in their Five-Year

Action Plans.

2.3.1.1 Attachment: As a required attachment, submit the Local Coordination
Tracker Tool to certify that the [state] has conducted coordination, including
with Tribal Governments, local community organizations, unions and work
organizations, and other groups.
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As part of the Local Coordination Tracker, specific requirements pertaining to Tribes
include

2.3.2 Text Box: Describe the formal tribal consultation process conducted with
federally recognized Tribes, to the extent that the [state] encompasses federally
recognized Tribes. If the [state] does not encompass federally recognized Tribes,
note “Not applicable.”

2.3.2.1 Optional Attachment: As a required attachment only if the [state]
encompasses federally recognized Tribes, provide evidence that a formal tribal
consultation process was conducted, such as meeting agendas and participation
lists.

In addition to meeting these requirements, the 34 states in this study included

a point system for awarding BEAD funds to applicants that have demonstrated
engagement with Tribal Nations, conducted community engagement, and provided
a letter of support for deployment projects planned on Tribal lands. Each of these
activities falls into the “Consultation” tier of the Effective Engagement Scale. These
activities are also required components of the funding, and, while they provide
insight and complete consultation requirements, they don’t offer the representation,
collaboration, and partnership needed to reach truly effective engagement.

Effective engagement as measured in four tiers could serve as a predictive indicator
of deployment success based on the investment of engagement early in the project.
All states were required to conduct Tribal consultations. Some states took this
engagement further to incorporate Tribal community and leadership voices into
their planned activities and funding strategies. Some were better prepared for this
moment than others. For example, a state with 10 or more Tribal Nations within its
borders is more likely to have established communication with and/or recognition of
those Tribes than a state with fewer Tribes. Rather than treat the BEAD requirements
as a box-ticking exercise mandated by the federal government, some states took this
as a new opportunity to reach their most underconnected residents. The states that
approached the complex challenges of Tribal broadband as a task states and Tribes
could tackle together were categorized in the “Collaboration” category.



Figure 2: STATES by EFFECTIVE ENGAGEMENT TIER

COLLABORATION

REPRESENTATION

CONSULTATION

NOTIFICATION

FINDINGS from EVALUATION CRITERIA:

COMMUNICATION

All 34 states with federally recognized Tribes provided the minimal required
communication to all Tribal Nations within their borders. This consultation
included a “Dear Tribal Leader” letter that outlined the BEAD program and the
state’s intended approach to funding. The purpose of the letters is to inform a
Tribal government of upcoming programs and/or projects that may impact their
Tribal lands and/or Tribal communities. Consultation letters are typically the
first step in engagement and, depending on the relationship between the Tribal
government and the government office issuing the consultation, can result in
progressive actions of engagement between the two. There were variations in
how Tribes responded to these initial consultation efforts.

© Alabama and Virginia did not report receiving a response to their letters.
© Minnesota reported receiving responses to eight of its 11 letters.

o Utah reported completing engagement with all four Tribes within the state
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and followed “Dear Tribal Leader” letters with a Tribal consultation, held
both virtually and in person, led by the Governor’s Office of Economic
Opportunity.

Idaho conducted both formal and informal engagement with the four Tribes
within the state. After formal letters were sent out, the governor designated
the State Broadband Program Manager to represent him at on-site meetings
with Tribal leaders, in virtual meetings, and at listening sessions at the
regional Affiliated Tribes of Northwest Indians convening. The state noted in
its proposal that “these options aim to make the consultation as convenient
as possible for Tribal Nations, recognizing the significant time demands on

Tribal leadership.”

States also plan to keep Tribes apprised of BEAD updates and notifications at

regular intervals.

COORDINATION MECHANISMS

Most states (32 out of the 34) conducted additional coordination with Tribes,
taking engagement a step further than the base-level consultation requirements.

States typically created opportunities to both share information with Tribes and

receive feedback from them.

Often, states committed to incorporating feedback into their BEAD

implementation processes. For example, Maine reported:

“One result of this initial consultation process in the Maine Digital Equity
Plan and Broadband Action Plan is a proposed Tribal Broadband
Initiative. The Initiative outlines ongoing and consistent engagement
with Maine’s Tribal leadership beyond the formal consultation process
during plan development. Further, it outlines Maine’s commitment to
supporting Tribal broadband and digital equity initiatives by continuing
to fund capacity and identify opportunities to complement existing
tribal funding with state broadband infrastructure and digital equity
funding to complement, support, and fill gaps.”

Most states, but not all, were able to share that they engaged with all of the Tribal

Nations within their boundaries. The number of Tribes in a state may have had

an impact. States that have a larger number of tribes within their borders (10 or



more) were better able to engage with all Tribal Nations than those with three
or fewer. However, findings varied. For example, Colorado, which has two Tribes,
was able to successfully engage with both in collaboration with the Colorado
Commission of Indian Affairs.

The determining factor for complete engagement with Tribes seems to be the
state’s established relationship and/or commitment to working with Tribal Nations.
In states where those relationships were previously well established, complete
engagement was more likely to be achieved. This is true for states like Arizona,
which has 22 Tribal Nations and was able to engage with each successfully. There
was clear indication that Arizona had an established relationship with the Tribes.
My findings highlight the investment states with fewer Tribes need to make to
engage fully. Engagement may require additional investment by the state, and
that cost may be higher in states with more Tribes. However, the payoff also

has the potential to be higher. Engagement results in reducing potential costs,
both financial and social. When states can ensure that Tribes are included in
information sharing and program planning, they are able to increase the impact
of those programs and decrease the need to revise programs (such as with

challenge processes).

Several states created Tribal Liaison positions for BEAD implementation, while
others shared responsibilities with state offices dedicated to coordination

with Tribes. Some states engaged with federal agencies that have established
relationships with Tribal Nations (such as the U.S. Bureau of Indian Affairs) in order
to meet coordination goals, including learning more about the Tribes they hoped
to work with. Each of these efforts was considered to be evidence of coordination
on the Effective Engagement Scale.

NEEDS ANALYSIS

A significant majority of states (24 out of the 34) included a needs analysis in
their BEAD proposals, but the identification of broadband needs among Tribal
communities varied. The connectivity needs and challenges Tribal communities
face are often not as visible as in non-Tribal communities, so states that took an
additional step to identify Tribal needs demonstrated a higher level of interest in
long-term engagement. Beginning the work from a stronger understanding of

connectivity gaps may facilitate better collaboration.



Some states, like Louisiana, are considering setting aside BEAD funding for Tribes
based on their feedback. Louisiana was a standout in the way it approached its
work with Tribes. Its goal was to “collect a more in-depth understanding of the
needs associated with covered populations,” and “a scaffolding approach was
used to build on answers, to ask more questions and try to better understand why
is there a disparity ... All key takeaways from Tribal consultations were included in
documentation, including items identified as high-level issues of importance for
Tribes, funding preferences for Tribes, concerns raised by Tribes, and important
context for individual Tribal Nations.”

The most common mechanisms for creating a needs analysis were listening
sessions, surveys, and reviews of available data. Louisiana held several
consultation meetings that included leaders from every Tribe in the state, staff
from the state broadband office, staff from a U.S. senator’s office, and staff from
NTIA’s Tribal Broadband Connectivity Program. Louisiana told NTIA:

“Tribal leaders were consulted on the needs of their communities,
regarding deployment and non-deployment. There was a consensus
amongst Tribes for access to high-quality, high-speed internet not only
on Tribal lands but in the surrounding communities as well where Tribal
members also live. However, each Tribe had other priorities that they
would like to see accomplished ... During each session, notes were taken

and integrated into the needs assessment and implementation section.”

Many states’ plans reported that staff attended convenings to listen and learn
about Tribal needs. This method proved impactful and likely surfaced challenges
that they may not have been able to identify through other methods. By
attending Tribal convenings, state staff learned more about the holistic state

of Tribal broadband, including needs focused on digital literacy and workforce
development. States that included Tribal needs in their plans were subsequently
more likely to also plan activities to work on addressing these needs. Additionally,
some states employed other methods, such as targeted surveys and roundtable
sessions, to create a mechanism to learn more specifically about broadband

needs within Tribal communities.

In Wisconsin, the Wisconsin Broadband Office’s Digital Equity Outreach Team
conducted a Tribal Broadband Survey and analyzed its results. The survey helped
the office to pinpoint needs and gaps that informed their goals and objectives.



Findings from the Tribal Broadband Survey are included in the state’s submissions
of Volume 2 of the Initial Proposal and are being used to inform future broadband
planning with Tribal communities. The broadband office said, “The [Public
Service] Commission [of Wisconsin] greatly values the opportunity to listen and
learn about the experiences of Wisconsin’s Tribal Nations and is grateful for the
ongoing engagement regarding broadband planning across the state.”

Needs analyses that employed uniform questionnaires or pursued answers to a
single set of questions for all state residents risked missing key information about
Tribes. This was true in Alabama, where statewide surveys were conducted but
there were no findings to report on Tribal Nations and/or households. Often the
needs of Tribal communities differ from those of the larger community. Because
some Tribal communities are getting access to broadband for the first time, their

needs may be best identified and articulated by community members.

PLANNED ACTIVITIES

Only half of the states (17 of the 34) planned activities to engage with Tribes
via program implementation. These activities were often a direct response to
previous engagement efforts between the state and Tribes. In some instances,
states outlined their planned work with Tribes in their goals and/or action plans
and often included a funding commitment.

California adopted a goal of “support[ing] expansion of broadband in
California’s Tribal communities by partnering with interested California
Tribes and the recognition of the Tribe’s sovereign right to choose the
mechanisms that best meet an individual Tribe’s needs in the expansion of
broadband services, including, but not limited to, the development of Tribal-

owned broadband networks.”

North Dakota listed activities with Tribal communities in the Strategies

and Associated Activities section of its proposal. These activities included
supporting Tribal Nations in the creation of local digital equity plans “that
identify the specific digital inclusion needs of their respective communities.”

In accordance with BEAD guidelines, South Dakota included “prioritizing
unserved followed by underserved” areas, and Tribal Nations were identified
in this category in its proposal.



Planned activities most commonly included scheduled meetings to continue
collaboration. States identified ways to include Tribes in their decision-making
processes and listed their intentions to incorporate feedback into subsequent
phases of the BEAD program. One state identified Tribal communities as
“implementation partners.” Another identified Tribal lands as a geographic
prioritization area for BEAD investment.

Planned activities included those to address holistic needs of Tribal communities,
including improving digital literacy and device access, creating digital equity
plans, and raising cybersecurity awareness. Each of these planned activities
included a commitment to build upon findings from previous coordination and

initial consultation.



States were responsive to the requirements to work with Tribes and did so in new
ways. NTIA was explicit about the goal of encouraging states to establish deeper
engagement and outreach efforts with Tribal Nations. Most states exceeded the

minimal requirements and moved in the direction of effective engagement.

States conducted outreach and engagement that ensured that staff were able

to learn more about the connectivity needs of Tribes. States’ methods included
targeted listening sessions, surveys that explicitly mentioned if respondents were
located on Tribal lands, and the creation of targeted digital equity strategies specific
to Tribal communities. Nearly 60 percent of states fell in the “Representation” and
“Collaboration” levelsof the Effective Engagement Scale. This is a promising finding
that suggests an increased likelihood that BEAD investments meet the needs of Tribes.

Through the BEAD process, some states leveraged new opportunities to build stronger
partnerships and more impactful collaboration with their Tribal neighbors. My analysis
surfaced some commonalities in what standout states did to make that possible:

They identified Tribal Nations as a priority area of focus for ensuring universal
connectivity.

States positioned themselves to engage differently than they had in the past with a
historically underrepresented group. States that made Tribes a priority wove opportunities
for engagement into their outreach, needs identification, and planned activities.

They held regular engagement activities with Tribes, rather than deferring plans for
future engagement.

States that incorporated regular in-person and virtual convenings with Tribal Nations
set themselves up to do collaborative work with Tribes in the future. However, states
that only made plans for future engagement with Tribes don’t have the foundation
needed to build upon relationships.



They planned for challenges.

States that acknowledged connectivity challenges Tribal communities face—such

as geography, capacity, and historical exclusion—were able to prepare themselves
to meet those challenges through the BEAD program. Some states used available
datasets to identify the needs of Tribes and planned for addressing these challenges
in their proposals.

However, there remains room for improvement.

Good intentions must be put into action.

States and Tribes share complicated historical and cultural differences. But the actions
taken now can help bridge these differences in the future. Some states are planning
ongoing outreach to and collaboration with Tribes. Developing a strategic plan to establish

relationships on an adhered-to timeline will enable states to begin making progress.

States must ask themselves how they can establish and improve their relationships
with Tribes.

If a Tribal Nation was unresponsive to a state consultation request, a good place to
start is asking, “Why am | not getting a response?” Further reflection on the following

guestions may be helpful:

Have state policies created distrust?

Have lawmakers taken hostile approaches to Tribal Nations?

Have there been issues or conflict with other broadband programs?

States can embrace this moment and begin forming a foundation for the future.

As has been said about BEAD countless times, this program is a once-in-a-generation
opportunity for our nation’s most underconnected. BEAD offers an additional
opportunity to lay foundations for states and Tribes to be better partners in the
future. If state governments see the process in this way, they can seize the occasion
to work toward this shared goal with their Tribal neighbors. Tribal communities hold
the sovereign authority, the relationships, and the resources—including expertise in
infrastructure development and in preparing a workforce to build and maintain Tribal
networks—to bring connectivity to some of the places where it is needed most, on
Tribal lands. Building a foundation for sharing information and ideas will result in a
future in which the internet is available to everyone.



The BEAD program is a groundbreaking effort for a number of reasons. This
monumental program invites states across the country to change the way they

have been approaching the work of universal broadband deployment and calls on
states and Tribal Nations to work together in ways that they never have before. The
BEAD program is designed in a way that considers the complex history states and
Tribes share. It requires intentionality and thoughtfulness in collaboration to bring
broadband to some of the most underconnected people in the nation. It requires new
ways of engaging, collaborating, and planning to address this shared challenge.

The vast majority of states with Tribal Nations answered this call. Their staffs invested
time and resources in their engagement strategies and efforts. They are meeting

this moment with creativity and collaboration. Tribes also understand the task at
hand and are working with newly established state broadband offices to advance

the outcomes their communities need. This report offers a first look at how this
endeavor may play out, based on research and review of the commitments that
states documented in their program proposals. The Effective Engagement Scale was
developed to make sense of these efforts.

The Effective Engagement Scale is a tool that can be used for all manner of
government programs that seek to collaborate with Tribal Nations. The scale is a tool
to identify and measure strategic and creative engagement activities, which should
be considered in the measurement of outcomes. Traditional methods for outreach
and engagement have not always been effective. Examples from throughout the
BEAD program show how state staffs have practiced thoughtfulness, intentionality,
strategy, and inclusion in their efforts to close the digital divide. If the scoring and
evaluation of states on the Effective Engagement Scale are any indication of how well
the BEAD program will fare in reaching its goal of deploying broadband networks
everywhere, Tribal communities are on track to getting the resources they need to be

fully connected.
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