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Broadband is essential,

yet millions of households
remain unable to atford

or access it, leaving

them excluded from vital
opportunities and services.
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Broadband social tariffs, like other utility tariffs,
provide reduced rates for people in receipt of welfare
support. They are intended to make internet access
more affordable, but their reach remains limited. In
the context of the ongoing cost-of-living crisis and
uncertainty around welfare reform, affordability of
broadband has become a defining issue for those
already facing economic hardship.

Research from the Digital Poverty Alliance (DPA) and
Deloitte estimates that between 13 and 19 million adults
in the UK live in at least one form of digital poverty,

with around 2 million households struggling to afford
broadband or falling offline altogether. Ofcom data
from January 2025 shows that 5.3 million households -
around 23% - struggled to pay for their communications
services. For those relying on state benefits, social tariffs
are an option. Yet uptake remains very low: only 5.1% of
households on Universal Credit are on a social tariff,
meaning 95% of eligible households are missing out.

These figures highlight a major gap between policy
intention and lived reality. While social tariffs represent
an important step in improving affordability, they are
far from a complete solution. Even at a reduced price,
broadband may remain out of reach for the most
vulnerable households. This places millions at risk

of further exclusion from essential services such as
healthcare, education, and employment opportunities.
Addressing the first level of digital poverty must
therefore include reform of social tariffs - ensuring
affordability, reliability, and awareness, alongside
broader measures to guarantee equitable digital
access for all.

Case Study Findings

The largest barrier to uptake of social tariffs is lack

of awareness. Ofcom has called for greater visibility
and easier access, but promotion remains insufficient.
Complex messaging about eligibility, coupled with

dlglt
allROVESY



reliance on online-only applications, excludes those
already experiencing digital poverty. For people unable
to get online, information about tariffs is effectively
inaccessible. Clear, jargon-free messaging and
multiple application routes - including offline - are
essential to ensure those most in need can access
affordable broadband.

Organisations such as Citizens Advice and
MoneySavingExpert have shown that trusted,
independent channels can help raise awareness and
build public confidence. However, greater responsibility
must be taken by both providers and government to
ensure awareness is universal, not piecemeal. Without
systematic promotion, millions will continue to miss out
on a support mechanism designed for them.

Even where households are aware, inconsistencies
in provision create further barriers. Some providers
offer unlimited broadband on social tariffs, while
others restrict usage or deliver entry-level speeds of
around 30 Mbps. Such speeds are inadequate for
households where multiple people need to connect
simultaneously for education, healthcare, or work. In
practice, this reduces families to substandard online
experiences, limiting the benefits of connectivity.

Reliability is another concern. Social tariffs are often
associated with slower speeds, higher latency, or
increased downtime. In rural areas, the issue is
compounded: only certain providers operate in some
regions, and not all offer social tariffs. The result is a
postcode lottery where access depends not on need,
but on geography and provider choice.

While social tariffs reduce the monthly cost of
broadband, they still depend on households having
some disposable income. For families already unable
to cover essential bills, even the lowest-cost tariff may
remain out of reach. Social tariffs are therefore only
part of the solution: wider measures are required to
ensure that connectivity is treated as a fundamental
right, not a luxury for those who can afford it.

Together, these findings show that while social tariffs
have significant potential, their current design and
delivery leave millions excluded. Reform is essential if
they are to contribute meaningfully to national digital
inclusion goals. gap - it will deepen it.

Further Information

Policy briefs are concise summaries of the DPA’s
positions, drawing on a blend of research, insight, and
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Recommendations

+ Central government should remove VAT from
social tariffs, lowering costs further and
reinforcing the principle that digital connectivity
is a basic utility.

« Government and industry should collaborate to
establish a co-funded, standardised, industry-
wide social tariff, ensuring that offers are
consistent, reliable, and accessible regardless of
provider or geography.

« Awareness campaigns should be delivered
across mixed media, combining trusted national
organisations with local channels. Messaging
must be simple, transparent, and free of jargon,
with offline options for application to ensure that
those already excluded are not left behind.

+ All government correspondence with benefit
recipients - including letters about Universal
Credit or welfare entitlements - should
include clear information on social tariffs and
how to access them.

+ Providers should guarantee sufficient speeds
and reliability on social tariffs, ensuring they
meet the needs of households relying on digitall
access for education, healthcare, and
employment. Substandard or restricted
services risk reinforcing exclusion rather than
addressing it.

lived experience. Produced by our research team, they
reflect the most accurate and up-to-date information
available at the time of publication. These briefs

are intended for wide circulation and may be freely
shared.
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