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What happened

AT&T says it'll add mid-band (C-band) 5G coverage for about 47 million more Americans by the end
of Q3 2026, targeting rural and suburban gaps, so many LTE-only areas could jump from 20-50
Mbps to 200+ Mbps. If you have a 5G phone, expect stronger signals and more consistent speeds as
upgrades roll out.

Key points

AT&T says it's starting 2026 with a major 5G buildout aimed at making coverage more consistent and
speeds faster for millions of U.S. customers, especially outside dense city centers. In January 2026,
the company announced plans to extend 5G to an additional 47 million Americans by the end of Q3
2026, leaning heavily on mid-band spectrum because it offers a practical balance of range and
performance. AT&T also plans sizable C-band upgrades, with real-world speeds typically cited in the
200-500 Mbps range, and it's committing about $24 billion in network infrastructure investment over
the next two years, with an emphasis on closing suburban and rural coverage gaps. The takeaway for
customers is less about flashy mmWave hotspots and more about day-to-day reliability: fewer dead
zones, more usable 5G in more places, and a clearer reason to reevaluate whether their current plan
and device can take advantage of the improved mid-band network.

AT&T has kicked off 2026 with a significant announcement regarding its 5G network expansion,
promising improved coverage and faster speeds for millions of customers across the United States.
As the telecommunications giant continues to invest billions in its infrastructure, consumers are
wondering what these improvements actually mean for their daily connectivity and whether it's time to
reconsider their wireless service options.

AT&T's 2026 5G Expansion: The Numbers Behind the Rollout

In January 2026, AT&T revealed plans to expand its 5G coverage to an additional 47 million Americans
by the end of Q3 2026. This expansion focuses primarily on mid-band spectrum deployment, which
offers the optimal balance between coverage area and performance. The company has committed $24
billion to network infrastructure improvements over the next two years, with a substantial portion
dedicated to filling coverage gaps in suburban and rural communities.

The expansion includes significant upgrades to AT&T’s C-band 5G network, which operates on
mid-band frequencies that deliver speeds typically ranging from 200 to 500 Mbps in real-world
conditions. Unlike millimeter wave (mmWave) 5G that offers blazing speeds but extremely limited
range, or low-band 5G that provides wide coverage but modest speed improvements, mid-band
spectrum has emerged as the sweet spot for practical 5G deployment.

What’'s Actually Changing for AT&T Customers

Coverage Expansion in Underserved Markets
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AT&T's 2026 expansion prioritizes markets that have historically been underserved by high-speed
wireless connectivity. The company has identified over 300 communities across 42 states that will
receive upgraded 5G infrastructure throughout 2026. This includes significant buildouts in:

- Rural communities in the Midwest and Great Plains regions

- Suburban areas surrounding major metropolitan centers

- Smaller cities with populations between 50,000 and 200,000

- Highway corridors connecting major urban areas

- Popular national parks and recreational areas

For customers in these areas, the improvement will be substantial. Many users currently experiencing
LTE speeds of 20-50 Mbps can expect to see 5G speeds exceeding 200 Mbps once the upgrades are
complete. This represents a meaningful quality-of-life improvement for activities like video

streaming, video conferencing, and cloud-based services.

Network Performance Improvements

Beyond pure coverage expansion, AT&T is implementing several technological enhancements that
benefit existing 5G customers. The carrier is deploying carrier aggregation technology more widely,
which combines multiple frequency bands to increase bandwidth and reliability. Additionally, AT&T is
upgrading thousands of cell sites with advanced antenna systems that improve both signal strength and
capacity.

According to independent testing conducted in late 2025, AT&T’'s median 5G download speed reached
187 Mbps nationwide, trailing slightly behind Verizon’s 5G network but maintaining competitive
performance in most markets. The 2026 expansion aims to close this gap while improving consistency
across the network.

Plan Options and Pricing for 5G Access in 2026

AT&T currently offers 5G access across all its unlimited plans, with pricing structured to reflect
different levels of premium features and data prioritization. As of January 2026, here’s how the
plans break down:

Plan Name: AT&T Unlimited Starter SL | Monthly Cost (Single Line): $65 | 5G Access: 5G included | Premium Data:
None (may be slowed during congestion)

Plan Name: AT&T Unlimited Extra EL | Monthly Cost (Single Line): $75 | 5G Access: 5G included | Premium Data:
50GB premium data

Plan Name: AT&T Unlimited Premium PL | Monthly Cost (Single Line): $85 | 5G Access: 5G+ and 5G included |
Premium Data: Unlimited premium data

The key distinction for customers interested in maximizing their 5G experience is the premium data
allocation. During times of network congestion, customers without premium data may experience
reduced speeds, while those with premium data receive prioritized access to network resources. For
users in densely populated areas or those who rely heavily on mobile connectivity, the additional cost
for premium data often proves worthwhile.

The Home Internet Opportunity
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One of the most significant implications of AT&T’'s 5G expansion is the growth of its fixed wireless
access (FWA) service, marketed as AT&T Internet Air. This service uses 5G cellular technology to
deliver home internet without requiring traditional cable or fiber infrastructure. As of January 2026,
AT&T Internet Air is priced at $60 per month with no data caps, positioning it as a competitive
alternative to traditional broadband in areas where fiber isn’t available.

The 2026 network expansion will make AT&T Internet Air available to an estimated 15 million
additional households by year’s end. For customers in rural or suburban areas where cable internet
options are limited or expensive, this represents a genuine alternative. Real-world speeds for AT&T
Internet Air typically range from 80 to 300 Mbps, which is sufficient for most household needs
including 4K streaming, video conferencing, and online gaming.

How AT&T Compares to Competitors

AT&T's 5G expansion doesn't exist in a vacuum. Both T-Mobile and Verizon have been aggressively
building out their 5G networks, each with different strategic approaches. T-Mobile has focused on
extensive mid-band coverage following its Sprint acquisition, currently leading in overall 5G coverage
area. Verizon has emphasized performance in urban markets with significant mmWave deployments
alongside its C-band rollout.

As of early 2026, the competitive landscape shows:

- T-Mobile: Largest 5G coverage footprint, strong mid-band performance, competitive pricing

- Verizon: Fastest peak speeds in major cities, premium network reputation, higher pricing

- AT&T: Balanced approach with improving mid-band coverage, strong fiber integration, competitive
business services

For consumers, this competitive environment has driven better value across the industry. All three
major carriers now include 5G access in their base unlimited plans, and pricing has remained
relatively stable despite significant network investments.

What Customers Should Consider Before Switching or Upgrading

Device Compatibility

To take advantage of AT&T's 5G network improvements, customers need a 5G-compatible device.

Most smartphones released since 2021 include 5G capability, but older devices will continue operating
on LTE networks. AT&T supports both standalone (SA) and non-standalone (NSA) 5G architectures, with
newer devices taking better advantage of standalone 5G features like improved latency and network
slicing.

Coverage in Your Specific Area

While AT&T’s expansion is significant, coverage remains variable by location. Customers should
check AT&T’s coverage maps for their specific address before making service decisions. The
difference between having strong 5G coverage and relying on LTE can be substantial, particularly for
data-intensive applications.

Actual Usage Needs
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For many users, LTE speeds remain perfectly adequate for typical smartphone usage. If your

primary activities include social media, web browsing, and music streaming, the upgrade to 5G may not
provide noticeable benefits. However, for users who frequently stream high-definition video,

participate in video calls, or use their phone as a mobile hotspot, 5G’s improved speeds and capacity
offer real advantages.

Looking Ahead: The Future of AT&T’'s Network

AT&T's 2026 expansion represents a milestone in the ongoing evolution toward ubiquitous high-speed
wireless connectivity, but it's not the finish line. The company has indicated that future investments
will focus on network densification in urban areas, continued rural expansion, and preparation for
emerging technologies like network slicing and edge computing.

The Federal Communications Commission continues to make additional spectrum available for 5G
deployment, which will enable carriers to further improve capacity and performance in the coming
years. AT&T has been an active participant in recent spectrum auctions, positioning itself for
continued network enhancements beyond 2026.

The Bottom Line for Consumers

AT&T's 5G expansion in 2026 represents meaningful progress in delivering high-speed wireless
connectivity to more Americans. For customers in newly covered areas, the improvements will be
substantial and immediately noticeable. For existing 5G customers, incremental performance
enhancements and increased capacity should result in more consistent speeds and better reliability.

Whether these improvements justify switching carriers depends on individual circumstances.
Customers should evaluate coverage in their specific locations, compare pricing across carriers, and
consider their actual usage patterns. In many markets, the gap between AT&T, Verizon, and T-Mobile
has narrowed considerably, making factors like customer service, device deals, and bundling
opportunities increasingly important in the decision-making process.

As 5G technology matures and deployment continues, the promise of universal high-speed wireless
connectivity comes closer to reality. AT&T's 2026 expansion is another significant step in that
direction, particularly for underserved communities that have long waited for competitive broadband
options. For millions of Americans, faster, more reliable wireless connectivity is no longer a future
promise-it’s arriving this year.
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