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Consumer Reports (CR) is an independent, nonprofit member organization that works
side by side with consumers for truth, transparency, and fairness in the marketplace. In
defense of those principles, CR strongly encourages the Federal Communications
Commission (FCC) to develop a clear, strong broadband label that effectively serves consumers’
needs as mandated by Congress.1 CR is joined in these comments by Public Knowledge, a
nonprofit advocacy group that promotes freedom of expression, an open internet, and access to
affordable communications tools and creative works, and Common Sense Media, the nation’s
leading independent nonprofit organization dedicated to helping kids and families thrive in a
world of media and technology.
In the Notice of Proposed Rulemaking (NPRM) we comment upon today, the
Commission proposes to implement a requirement that internet service providers (ISPs) display
labels to disclose to consumers certain information about prices, introductory rates, data
allowances, broadband speeds, and management practices, among other items.2 Because
Congress mandated this action, there is no doubt that ISPs will display a broadband label of
some sort in the future; the work of this proceeding is to determine whether the label—a final
draft of which was completed in 2016—should be modified both in content and format, and
where the new label should be displayed to best inform consumers.
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When consumers subscribe to internet service it is not a one-time purchase, but a
recurring service that they pay for each month. And for some consumers, digital literacy is a real
barrier to internet access because of an unfamiliarity with technical terms that, if understood,
would benefit their decision on what sort of internet service plan best suits their needs.
Tweaking the 2016 label’s content and complementing it with additional, complementary
resources as we suggest below will improve digital literacy. But the broadband label will only be
successful if millions of consumers are actually exposed to it on a regular, recurring basis—just
like the monthly bill—versus a brief, one-time episode at the point of sale. Therefore, CR
strongly recommends that the Commission require that the label occur, of course, at the initial
point of sale, but also on each and every monthly bill that consumers receive, and updated as
necessary to reflect any service changes. Adopting this requirement will not only improve the
ubiquity of the broadband label, it will also allow consumers to become more familiar with it,
and assist them to clearly track changes in their broadband expenses—and, where possible, call
to negotiate rates or switch services over time.
In the wake of the COVID-19 pandemic, consumers increasingly rely on access to the
internet—more than ever before—as the fundamental, connective infrastructure for everything
from education and healthcare to e-commerce and community. Last year, a nationallyrepresentative Consumer Reports survey found that 76 percent of Americans agreed that internet
service is as important as water and electricity.3 Three out of four consumers also said they need
to access the internet, or use other services provided by their ISP (internet service provider),
without disruption, to carry out their daily activities seven days a week.4 Finally, another
nationally-representative CR survey conducted last summer revealed that 43 percent of
Americans who have broadband service in their household say they are currently using the
internet more in their household compared to before the onset of the COVID-19 pandemic—let
alone since 2016.5
Consumers understand that broadband internet access is essential. Yet, despite how
crucial the service has become to daily life, consumers often find themselves stuck with
unreliable or slow internet service, data caps, quietly expiring promotional rates, and bills filled
with mysterious fees, which make it difficult to budget and to comparison shop (for those
consumers who have a choice of provider).6 And for still more consumers, some bills for bundled
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service packages fail to even list a separate line item for the cost of internet service, leaving those
consumers wondering just how much they are paying for broadband each month.
Consumers will benefit greatly from the kind of common-sense transparency—the likes
of which have been standard for essentials like cars since the 1950s and packaged foods since the
1990s—that this label will offer.7 Transparency helps empower consumers to, at a minimum in
the ISP marketplace, discover the price they are paying for a product and its features, and for
some, compare competing products to help make informed purchasing decisions.
I.

DISPLAY LOCATION AND FORMAT

The ultimate effectiveness of the broadband label will depend heavily on consumers
actually seeing it, and understanding its contents. We anticipate many comments will debate the
particulars of what sorts of and how much information the label should contain—and Consumer
Reports will certainly contribute to that conversation below. But unless consumers regularly
encounter the broadband label, what is and what is not displayed in it, or what format the label
takes will not matter. Therefore, CR strongly recommends the label be included in every new and
existing consumer’s monthly bill. This approach represents the best way to expose the largest
number of consumers to the label, and affords opportunities to update consumers on any changes
of service (expiring promotions, fee increases, new features, increased speeds, etc.).
CR agrees with the Commission that the 2016 label created and endorsed by the FCC’s
Consumer Advisory Committee (CAC) is the logical format to adopt, with minor additional
features discussed later in this section.8 We further agree that the label should be required at the
point of sale, which for many consumers will mean online on an ISP’s website.9 A mere link
taking consumers away from the advertised plans to view the label is not sufficient. All
advertised service plans on an ISP’s website should display the label in close proximity, allowing
for pop-outs if necessary to display the label in a larger format. The Commission should also
consider requiring linkable versions of the label displayed in other languages, as recent
experience with the Emergency Broadband Benefit program (now the Affordability Connectivity
Program) reminded us that consumers can only understand a label (in this case) written in their
language.
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ISP Service Plan and Broadband Label Archive
Because plans change and some are no longer offered (but some consumers remain
subscribed to those legacy plans), all current and past plans should be displayed on a separate
webpage—an archive—with their corresponding labels, within a reasonable backwards-looking
timeframe. Plans listed in the archive should be categorized as current or past. Furthermore, a
link to this company-specific archive should be prominently displayed either within the label or
close proximity on the page advertising an ISP’s service offerings. A searchable archive (i.e.,
allow consumers to insert the service plan name to match it to the correct broadband label) would
permit ISPs’ flexibility to refer consumers to it in order to examine the label and the details about
the service plan to which they are currently subscribed, even if that plan is no longer offered.
If all ISPs maintained an archive of plans and labels as we suggest, consumers who enjoy
choice for broadband would be able to easily compare service offerings.10 Uniform labels viewed
side-by-side facilitate the goal of comparison shopping contemplated by the law and the NPRM.
And even for those new or existing consumers stuck with a monopoly provider, an archive would
present an unadulterated view of their ISP’s service plans, and offer an apples-to-apples
comparison between those choices.
Require the Broadband Label on Monthly Consumer Bills
In addition to the basic requirements suggested above, the single best way to ensure the
success and visibility of the broadband label would be to require its appearance on consumers’
monthly service bills. The NPRM contemplates this possibility, and the Commission would best
serve the policy goals of mandating the broadband label by further mandating its display on
bills.11 Failure to do so and relying solely on a point of sale disclosure of the label would result in
many existing consumers being unaware of the label’s existence. And new customers who might
be exposed to the label at the point of purchase may only see it that one time (barring return
visits to the ISP’s website which we feel is an unlikely occurrence once a consumer subscribes to
a plan). Moreover, if their plan changes, the label they initially relied upon may no longer be
hosted on the ISP’s website—unless, of course, the Commission adopts our idea of an archived
resource.
The need to require the broadband label on monthly bills is further supported by the lack
of uniformity amongst ISP bills, and the absence of the very information on some bills that
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would be displayed on the future label. Analyzing consumer bills voluntarily submitted to CR as
part of the pilot project in advance of our Fight for Fair Internet (formerly known as Let’s
Broadband Together) project launched last year confirms these assertions.12
For example, most ISPs do not print the download or upload speeds (either advertised or
actual) for the service plan paid for by the consumer on the bill, though this key performance
data is prominently featured on the 2016 draft broadband label.13 To be fair, some ISPs include
the “up to” download speed, but not the upload speed. Some consumers of a bundled service plan
(e.g. video, internet, and/or telephone) are not able to locate a line item detailing the cost for
internet service, because there is not one to be found on the bill.14
To be sure, the broadband label would make clear what the charge for internet service is,
even if bundled together with other services. Including the broadband label on ISP bills would
also give consumers a reminder of expiring promotions, rate changes, and fee increases on a
monthly basis, versus a one-time event at the point of sale. There is no better way to boost the
visibility and success of the broadband label than by requiring its display on monthly ISP bills.
Label Format
A major overhaul of the broadband label’s format and appearance is not necessary. As the
NPRM points out, the 2016 label was part of a comprehensive, collaborative effort between
industry and public interest groups with guidance provided by the Consumer Financial Protection
Bureau (CFPB) and the Food and Drug Administration (FDA, whose Nutrition Facts label
adopted almost 30 years ago influenced the broadband label).15 Indeed, the CAC, of which CR is
currently a member, has already been called upon to participate in the implementation of the new
label as part of this proceeding, and we expect that ISPs and consumer groups will cooperate
once again in that effort.
Because we anticipate additional information may be added to the label, or as
complementary to the label (e.g., our recommended archive of service plans and labels), the
Commission should consider a very limited number of links to be included in the label to direct
consumers to additional resources, some of which we will further discuss in the next section
12
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regarding the content of the label. Care must be taken not to burden the label’s current
straightforward appearance with too much text or fine print that could lead to consumer
confusion or indifference; but, the opportunity to offer more detail as relevant is available in a
simple manner via clearly displayed links.
The NPRM also asks: “Should we allow ISPs any flexibility in displaying the label
contents to reflect the variety of formats consumers use to learn about and subscribe to
broadband services?”16 The question is appropriate to consider because of the many ways
consumers access information when making purchasing decisions, especially in the digital
marketplace. And CR generally appreciates flexibility and a variety of approaches to achieve
policy goals or ensure compliance with a statute.
However, we must not stray from the Congressional mandate of a label that looks the
same whether the ISP is the nation’s largest or smallest provider, plan details notwithstanding.
Mandating a uniform label that all ISPs must comply with is what the statute requires and should
be implemented by the Commission. Standardization is essential for consumers to make
comparisons and for information to be presented in a consistent way. Beyond that essential
requirement, CR supports the creativity of ISPs to further explain the details of their service
offerings to appeal to a wide range of audiences—but the required label must be prominently
displayed next to advertised service offerings and on monthly bills all the same.
As a final matter, The NPRM also asks if the labels should be provided in a
machine-readable format, and CR agrees that it should, especially since the Commission will be
tasked with the annual collection of broadband pricing data as discussed in paragraph 25. CR’s
own experience with analyzing current ISPs bill reveals the complexity and diversity of bills,
making it difficult (in some cases, not at all) to ascertain something as simple as the total cost for
internet service on any given bill. A machine-readable format of the broadband bill could
significantly simplify this task, and allow the Commission, consumers, and third parties to
analyze data to better compare service plans and their cost offered by multiple providers.
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II.

LABEL CONTENTS
Basic Requirements

As a starting point, the Commission must retain all of the information contained in the
broadband label as detailed in paragraph 16, for both fixed and mobile service providers.17
Because the 2016 label was repealed by the Restoring Internet Freedom Order, consumers have
not experienced it on any scale.18 Therefore, we question how a party to this proceeding could
claim the label’s basic content will overwhelm consumers. If anything, because of the changes in
the broadband marketplace, and because of consumers' increased reliance upon internet service
since 2016, the Commission has a real opportunity to enhance the label’s contents, and provide
additional, complementary information to benefit consumers.
Additional Content Regarding Network Practices, Discounts, Bundled Packages,
Introductory Versus Promotional Rates
Changes within the label itself supported by CR are contemplated in paragraph 20 of the
NPRM. Because of the repeal of the Open Internet Order, ISPs must disclose whether they
engage in blocking, throttling, and paid prioritization. This disclosure should be included in the
network management practices of the label, though definitions of those terms can be better
explained in a linked resource we describe below. Similarly, a clear language explanation that
multiple devices used on a network may impact performance could appear in the network
management practices section, and explained further in a linked resource.
Discounts for paperless billing, automatic electronic payments, or other features (e.g.,
some, though not all, ISPs discount a consumer’s bill where a consumer-owned modem is used
versus rented) should ideally be listed in the pricing section as individual discounts that
consumers can avail themselves of, with a corresponding monetary value provided. Though less
ideal, if the displayed base price is contingent upon a consumer subscribing to one of these
features, the label should make that explicit in clear, concise language.
Some bundled packages offered by ISPs do not list a separate line item for the internet
service portion of the bundle.19 The broadband label should be updated to clear up this confusion
once and for all. It can do so by including either the corresponding broadband label for the
internet service plan included in the bundle, or display a unique broadband label for the internet
17
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service plan for that bundle, but it must include the price for internet service (and not the
bundle), and focus only upon the features of that service akin to a label for an “internet-only”
subscription. Tempting as it may be to add more information to the label for a bundled service
plan that details video features (e.g., 4K vs. 1080p video quality) as the Commission suggests
and that some consumers might find useful, this is outside the scope of the label that must
squarely focus on internet service, and may detract from uniformity.20
The law’s requirements regarding introductory rates can be sufficiently addressed by the
2016 label’s approach to promotional pricing, with one minor alteration.21 The 2016 label would
require ISPs to list the non-promotional price (which presumably would be the higher rate once
the discount has expired), and then identify the promotional discount separately. To satisfy the
statute, the expiration date of the promotional discount must be added. Should the Commission
adopt our proposal to require the label to be displayed on monthly bills, this expiration date
would appear monthly to remind consumers that a price increase is on the horizon. Better yet, the
label on the bill a month before the expiration of the promotional price could include clear
language that the promotion will expire next month and what the new price will be. This
disclosure will help consumers budget for the new price, or contact their ISP to negotiate a new
promotional rate.
Complementary Resources
The NPRM poses several interesting questions related to how the label might be updated
to better assist consumers shopping for broadband service which could also serve valuable
consumer education goals, too.22 Because we have already suggested links contained within the
label to direct consumers to a searchable archive of service plans and matching labels, another
linked resource could host a rich body of information to help consumers select a broadband
provider, a broadband service plan, managing use of that plan, and when to switch providers or a
service plan. For example, this resource might provide consumers with information about the
ISPs available in their area, to inform them of choices they may have. Another useful tool to
provide would help consumers determine how much bandwidth they require for their daily
internet needs, so they can purchase the appropriate service plans and speed tiers.23
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The resource we envision could improve digital literacy by providing consumers with
educational resources that define the importance of download and upload speeds, latency, and
other network performance features. Explaining network management practices related to net
neutrality principles could also be made available. An easy-to-understand “frequently asked
questions” regarding broadband service, pricing, and fees could also be included. Details and
eligibility requirements for the Affordability Connectivity Program could also be highlighted. 24
Developing and updating the broadband label with complementary resources as suggested
presents the Commission an exceptional opportunity to advance digital literacy, and should be
seized upon in this rulemaking.
III.

HEARINGS AND CONSUMER INPUT

As part of this rulemaking, and also directed by the statute, public hearings will be held to
gauge consumer attitudes and behavior (e.g., purchasing decisions) in the broadband
marketplace.25 In the spirit of that process, and in addition to participating in those hearings as
requested, CR will encourage consumers to submit comments in the docket to share their
experience shopping for broadband services and evaluating offerings, and their satisfaction with
the information provided by ISPs at the point of sale and in monthly bills.
Finally, as a member of the CAC, Consumer Reports looks forward to further discussing
and debating the many issues related to the implementation of the broadband label, with specific
attention paid to what defines the point of sale which was only briefly touched upon in this
comment, and how the label should handle “introductory rates” as spelled out by the statute. In
both instances, CR will work to ensure that consumer voices and concerns from the public
interest community are included as part of that process. Our goal is a broadband label that is
easy-to-understand, widely-viewed, and enhanced by complementary resources that will improve
digital literacy.
*

*

*

Consumer advocates have, for more than a decade, been pushing for a standardized,
easy-to-read broadband label with the simple goal of understanding and shopping for broadband
service a more simple task. New America’s Open Technology Institute first proposed a version
of a standardized broadband label in 2009, but the industry’s actual moves toward transparency
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have been slow and faltering.26 Unbelievably, as highlighted in this comment, some consumer
bills do not even list the price paid for internet service. Adopting the label this year with
enhancements to improve digital literacy, and requiring them to appear on monthly bills will
fulfill the promise of transparency for prices and more in the broadband marketplace.
Respectfully submitted,

Jonathan Schwantes
Senior Policy Counsel
Consumer Reports
1101 17th Street NW, Suite 500
Washington, DC
March 9, 2022
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EXHIBIT A
The following bill excerpts from a Spectrum (Charter Communications) bill does not list
download and upload speeds, in either the summary or itemized portion of the statement.

The following bill excerpt from an Optimum (Altice USA) bill does not list download and
upload speeds.

The following bill excerpts from a Cox Communications bill does not list download and upload
speeds, in either the summary or itemized portion of the statement.

It is unclear in this Suddenlink bill if “Internet 75” suggests 75 Mbps is the download speed. The
upload speed is not listed.

Similarly, though 100 Mbps suggests that is the download speed in this Verizon bill, it is not
clear and the upload speed is not listed.

Though the “up to” download speed is listed in this Xfinity (Comcast) bill, the upload speed is
not.

The following bill excerpt from an Frontier Communications bill does not list download and
upload speeds.

EXHIBIT B
The following bundled service bills from Xfinity (Comcast) and Frontier Communications do not
list an itemized price for the internet service portion of the bundle. Note that while the Xfinity
bill lists the “up to” download speed, it is unclear if the “FiOS Internet 50/50” service listed on
the Frontier bill indicates a synchronous download and upload speed of 50 Mbps.

