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Abstract 

This paper explores how limited broadband access contributes to labor displacement in the 

Appalachian region. Using labor market data, broadband coverage maps, and interviews with 

local workers, the study highlights a connection between digital exclusion and employment 

instability. Findings indicate that consistent internet inaccessibility influences job loss, income 

stagnation, and migration trends. The analysis calls for targeted infrastructure investment and 

digital policy reforms grounded in regional realities. 

Introduction 

Many communities in Appalachia lack the digital access needed for economic participation. 

Broadband gaps remain persistent in rural counties across Kentucky, West Virginia, Tennessee, 

and surrounding states. Workers unable to connect with job portals, remote platforms, or digital 

training face growing obstacles in keeping stable employment. This research examines how 

broadband inaccessibility influences labor displacement across these areas. 

Displacement in this context refers to interrupted employment patterns linked to digital 

exclusion. The paper combines quantitative data on broadband coverage with interviews that 

reflect everyday experiences of disconnected workers. The goal is to identify how structural 

internet gaps alter job access, productivity, and workforce stability. 

Background 
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Infrastructure in Appalachia has lagged behind national averages for decades. The region’s 

terrain, combined with historical underinvestment, has limited access to wired broadband. 

According to the Federal Communications Commission (FCC), nearly 30 percent of Appalachian 

households lack reliable internet (FCC 2022). Without sufficient coverage, job seekers cannot 

access digital applications or participate in virtual work environments. 

Labor data from the Appalachian Regional Commission (ARC) shows unemployment remains 

above national averages in 60 percent of the counties surveyed (ARC 2023). During the 

COVID-19 pandemic, remote work became standard across industries. In Appalachia, limited 

broadband access restricted participation in this shift. Workers reliant on in-person roles faced 

layoffs while lacking the digital resources to retrain or relocate (Ward 2021). 

Methodology 

The study used a mixed-method approach. Broadband coverage data were collected from FCC 

Form 477 records for the years 2015 through 2022. Labor statistics were obtained from the 

Bureau of Labor Statistics and regional ARC reports. In addition, 42 structured interviews were 

conducted with displaced workers in four Appalachian counties. 

Interview subjects were selected through local workforce development programs and nonprofit 

outreach groups. Each participant had experienced job loss between 2018 and 2022 and lived in 

an area classified as having limited or no broadband coverage. Responses were coded using 

qualitative software to identify patterns related to internet access and job stability. 

Results 
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Analysis showed that 67 percent of interviewees had lost employment in sectors that later shifted 

to remote operations. Out of that group, 88 percent reported lacking consistent home internet 

service. Respondents mentioned missed training sessions, inability to complete online 

applications, and failed interviews over unstable video connections. 

Job loss frequency aligned with broadband gaps in publicly available maps. Counties with the 

lowest internet penetration experienced higher displacement rates. Workers in those locations 

also reported greater difficulty in finding new opportunities or accessing retraining programs 

(ARC 2023; FCC 2022). Internet speed was another factor. Areas with mobile-only or satellite 

coverage showed weaker recovery across multiple employment sectors. 

Discussion 

The findings suggest that broadband inaccessibility contributes directly to labor displacement in 

the Appalachian region. Interviews highlight the daily impact of weak infrastructure on 

employment retention. While other factors may affect job loss, the consistency of reported 

barriers linked to internet access signals a structural cause. 

The data also reflect a growing divide between digitally connected urban centers and isolated 

rural communities. Many workers expressed frustration over the lack of public investment in 

high-speed networks. Several interviewees reported driving long distances to access Wi-Fi in 

libraries or retail locations just to complete applications or communicate with potential 

employers. 
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Addressing the issue requires more than increasing coverage percentages. Infrastructure projects 

must reflect local geography, economic conditions, and cultural needs. Policy recommendations 

include subsidies for rural fiber deployment, investment in public Wi-Fi hubs, and coordination 

with local governments to map out priority service zones. 

Conclusion 

Broadband access shapes economic opportunity. In Appalachia, digital exclusion continues to 

displace workers and restrict upward mobility. The research suggests that without targeted 

investment, the gap will widen. Building equitable access requires infrastructure tailored to the 

realities of disconnected regions. Closing these zones may not solve every labor issue, but it 

offers a concrete step toward stability. 
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