
Internet and Society in a Global Perspective:
Lessons from Five Years in the Field

Jeffrey I. Cole
Director, Center for the Digital Future

USC Annenberg School

OVERVIEW

The World Internet Project (WIP), of which “Surveying the Digital Future” is the part conducted

in the United States, originated in 1999 at what is now the USC Annenberg School Center for the

Digital Future as the study of the Internet “that should have been conducted on television.”  For

over a generation, it has been a truism that since television was the one mass medium expected to

be a mass medium, a panel study should have commenced in the late 1940s as the United States

and much of Western Europe and Asia acquired television.

A long-term study of individuals as they became television users would have done much to

answer some fundamental questions about the rise of television and its effects on the audience.

When American households had their televisions turned on three hours a day in 1960 and were

asked where that time came from, most users simply did not know and claimed they simply

found the time from “somewhere.” A long-term tracking study could have shown whether

television time came from time spent talking with family members, from time spent reading

books or newspapers or listening to the radio, or from somewhere else. Such a study also could

have documented television’s effects on consumer behavior to determine whether and how it



affected consumer purchases, connection to the civic process, desire to travel, career aspirations

and much else.

In the U.S. television is used primarily for leisure and entertainment, while the Internet has the

potential, like the printing press, to transform work, play and learning. Therefore, a much more

compelling case can be made to track the growth of the Internet than could have been made in

the 1940s with television. Believing the impact of the Internet would eventually be much more

significant than that of television, in 2000 the World Internet Project launched the study of the

Internet that should have been conducted on television.

METHODS

Using a RDD sample, the Center creates a carefully constructed representative sample of the

American population. Non-users as well as users make up the sample, as it is essential to talk to

non-users before they go on the Internet and understand as much as possible about their lifestyle.

While the project did not begin before a significant portion of the population was online, the

project is at the beginning of broadband at home, online media and the wireless Internet in the

United States. In the first year, when the household was contacted, the interviewer crafted a

roster on all household members over the age of 12. The computer then randomly chose one of

those members and the interviewer spoke only to that person. A parent’s permission is required

for interviews with those between ages 12-17 and the survey is conducted in English and

Spanish.



The interviews cover a wide range of topics. For both users and non-users of the Internet, the

interview examines all types of media use and users’ credibility toward media. Communication

patterns, ranging from telephone use to conversation time face-to-face with family, friends and

neighbors, are covered, as is a whole range of questions about buying behavior and shopping

decisions. Questions also are asked about use of leisure time, trust in institutions, attitudes

toward technology and much more.

Non-users are asked about why they are not online, whether they anticipate ever connecting and

what it might take to get them to connect. They are also asked their perceptions of what is

happening online. Users of the Internet are asked when they first went online, what made them

connect and their perceptions of online life. Users also are asked detailed questions about how

they connect to the Internet and from where, how often they connect and for how long and what

they do online. In the area of consumer behavior they are also asked about whether they buy

online and, if not, what is barring them, as well as general attitudes toward online security and

privacy.

The World Internet Project is based on the belief that the technology may continue to grow in

important ways and the best way to understand the impact is to watch non-users as they become

users, telephone modem users as they move to broadband and all users as they gain experience.

In addition to watching that change, the project will also determine whether people drop off the

Internet (between 2000 and 2004, about 3% of Internet users left each year -- some of them later

returned) and whether they ever return and, if so, when and what brought them back. The study

also believes that some of the most important impacts of the technology may be in unpredictable



areas and, therefore, the best way to see that change is to create a baseline profile of people’s

lifestyles and to go back to the same people year after year in order to watch the impact and

change.

INTERNATIONAL PARTNERSHIPS

While technology change is occurring in America faster than in most of the world, the United

States is not at the forefront of that change. Penetration rates for the Internet have been higher in

Scandinavia than in the United States, and America is just beginning to enter the wireless area

for anything more sophisticated than voice communication. While high percentages of

Europeans and Asians use their mobile phones for SMS and accessing the Internet, this use of

mobile is in its infancy in the U.S. Therefore, to gain a worldwide perspective on the rate and

nature of technological change and its impact on lifestyle, the project reached out to partners

around the world to conduct parallel studies in their own countries. At the moment, close to 20

other countries are part of the World Internet Project.

In year one, in addition to the United States, surveys were conducted in Sweden, Italy,

Singapore, Hong Kong, Taiwan and Japan. The second year saw the addition of Germany,

Hungary, Spain, Macao, China, South Korea, Canada and Chile. Additional partners are now in

India, Argentina, Israel, Australia, Portugal and the Czech Republic. Great effort is now being

focused on finding African and more Latin American partners.



In each country the work is carried out by a university or qualified research institution.

Membership in the World Internet Project requires the use of common questions in each nation’s

survey, although each country is free to add additional questions of particular interest to them or

their region. In Asia, Chinese-speaking countries (China, Hong Kong, Singapore and Taiwan)

are aligning their efforts to look at issues of common concern.

LESSONS LEARNED FROM FIVE YEARS IN THE FIELD

Conducting such a widespread international, longitudinal project begins to yield real results and

trends after three years in the field. While the project has four years’ or more data from the

United States, Singapore, Italy and Sweden, enough countries have produced data from two or

more years in the field to begin to discern and understand trends. The latest report from the

United States (http://digitalcenter.org) identifies ten major trends that have shown themselves

after ten years of the public Internet in the U.S. and after five years of data. Most of those trends

can also be found in the industrialized nations of Europe and Asia and in many of the developing

nations as well. Not surprisingly, each country has also identified unique issues and trends that

have more to do with national culture or development and demonstrate the local character of the

Internet around the world. This paper focuses on the common issues, problems and

developments that have become clear in a longitudinal look at the social, political and economic

impact of the Internet.



1) THE ADVANTAGES OF EXPERIENCE HAVE DIMINISHED

Sometime over the past year, a subtle but important development on the Internet began to

emerge: for the first time the advantages of having Internet experience began to diminish and

even disappear.  The rate of this diminution is greatest for those countries that have had the

greatest Internet penetration for the longest time: United States, Sweden, Germany, Japan and

Canada.

Over the past five years we have been tracking Internet use, following the same non-users as

they became dial-up and then broadband users. From the beginning we saw significant and

pronounced differences between the newest users (who had just gone online) and the most

experienced users (who had been online seven years or more). Those experience differences

accounted for enormous differences in how often users went online and with what type of

connection, how long they stayed connected, their attitudes towards the Internet and, most

importantly, what they did while connected. Indeed, Internet penetration only moved to large

numbers in Europe as users could move to broadband (mostly DSL), bypassing the expensive

per-minute phone charges associate with dial-up. In the U.S. and Canada, where low-cost

unlimited dial was possible, users stayed on modem connections far longer until broadband costs

began to decline over the past two-to-three years.

The most experienced users connected over twice as long as the newcomers and were far more

likely to be connected through a high-speed connection. Long-time users also connected from

more places, both inside and outside the home. The biggest differences, however, over four years

was in what the new and experienced users did while connected. New users were much more

likely to be looking at chat rooms, playing games and searching for entertainment information



and -- most interesting to us -- searching for medical information. We were intrigued that

medical searching seemed to be one of the heaviest uses by new Internet users: they seemed to

have an unlimited curiosity about medical issues, issues about which, perhaps, they did not feel

comfortable asking friends, parents or even physicians.

Over the years, experienced users were spending much more time than novices buying online,

doing work related to their jobs and looking at news online. Fours years ago the average new

Internet users did not make an online purchase until they had been online between 18 and 24

months. The most important factor accounting for this lag was fear about privacy and security,

although other fears and concerns came into play. Prospective shoppers four years ago also did

not buy online because they feared the product would not be delivered or would be delivered

damaged. They were also concerned whether they could trust online descriptions of products.

Overwhelmingly, they did not like the absence of live human beings in the buying process.

Sometime in late 2003 or early 2004 everything began to change. Now the differences between

new and experienced Internet users have almost disappeared. Although long-time users still

connect longer, in most other areas the differences have flattened enormously. New users are

only slightly more likely to be looking at chat rooms or playing games online, and they are just

about as likely to be looking at news, entertainment information or doing work related to their

jobs.

Shopping differences have shown immense change. Today, new users buy online almost from

the day they get connected. Indeed, the desire to make an online purchase is one of the most

compelling factors causing non-users to get an Internet connection in the first place. The 18-to-

24-month lag period is gone. Both Internet users and non-users believe that prices are lower



online and that the availability of products is greater. Merchants successfully convinced many

non-users to go online and start buying at lower prices. Many merchants (especially airlines)

now charge service fees when buying over the phone or in person, but no service charge when

buying on the Internet.

While fears about privacy and security have not diminished over the years, they no longer serve

as a barrier that prevents buying: people now buy in spite of the fears. Concerns about damaged

products or misleading descriptions have also disappeared as actual buying experience has

demonstrated there was little basis for the fears. And the most dramatic change: lack of live

humans in the buying process has been transformed from a liability to an asset. Now buyers

report they don’t want to have to deal with a real person and prefer buying through a computer --

unless they experience a problem and need customer service.

The most likely cause four years ago for the vast differences in Internet use by experienced and

new users was demographic differences. In the United States, the earliest Internet users were

much more likely to be white or Asian, highly educated, male and with higher incomes. They

were also much more technologically inclined. Over the past four years, more and more of

America has gone online, with the fastest growing groups being African-Americans and Latinos,

females, lower income and those with less education. In virtually all the other nations of the

project, the first and heaviest users were also the most educated with higher incomes and much

more likely to be male.

Another important change is that new users go online knowing what to expect from the Internet

having, in many cases, been online before with a friend’s or relative’s connection. The learning

curve for online behavior is much shallower. New users know what to expect when they connect



and now get down to business much faster than new users of several years ago. Four years ago

new users did much more exploring and experimenting before getting down to business on the

Internet. For many of the reasons stated above, now they get to business right away.

2) INTERNET USERS WATCH LESS TELEVISION

In every country for which we have collected data, Internet users watch less television than those

who are not online. The amount of television watched lessens, although not significantly, as

users gain experience on the net. It is not surprising that Internet users watch less television than

non-users since for many people their at-home, awake time has been dominated by television; if

they are to carve out time from their lives to go online, it almost must come from television.

Looking at 2003 data and the 12 countries that collected information on television use, the

average across those countries is that non-users of the Internet watched 4.03 hours more

television a week than users. The country with the highest television viewing among users and

non-users is Japan and the nation with the lowest among the countries measured is South Korea.

In Japan non-users watch 26.3 hours of television per week (and users 20.9) while, just a few

hundred miles (and a great cultural divide) away, South Korean non-users watch 14.5 hours of

television a week and users watch 10.2.
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Looking at the gaps between Internet users and non-users and television use, the greatest gap is

found in Chile and Hungary at 5.7 hours a week more television by non-users. It is important to

note that in 2003 the Chilean data was urban-based and drawn mostly from Santiago. Had the

entire Chilean nation been measured (as it is now), the numbers and the gap might be slightly

different. Although the gaps between Hungary and urban Chile are the same, Chileans report

watching slightly more television.  It is also noteworthy that the biggest gaps between users and

non-users occurred in two places that had relatively low television viewing when compared to

the nine other countries.  The nation surveyed with the smallest gap between Internet users and

non-users is Sweden where the difference comes to 1.4 hours a week. Not far behind is the

region of Macao (now part of China) where the gap, although very low, is slightly higher than

Sweden at 1.7 hours a week.



When Internet users are asked whether they watch more or less television, it also becomes

apparent that the Internet is cutting into television time. Relatively few Internet users report that

they are watching more television. Among those who do, the highest percentage is that in

Singapore where 13.4% of users say they are using television more. The country reporting the

smallest increase is Sweden where only 0.3% say viewing has increased. Spain also reports tiny

increases at 0.9%. Across eight countries, an average of 5.08% report more television use after

discovering the net. Far larger are the percentages reporting watching less television. The

average of those saying they are watching less television across the same eight nations is 31.3%,

or about six times as many saying they are watching more. The country with the highest

percentage of Internet users watching less television is Spain at 41.1%, closely followed by

urban China at 39.9% and the United States at 38.3%. The country reporting the smallest number

of those saying they are watching less television is Singapore at 19.1%, closely followed by

Sweden at 21.2%.
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The year-to-year results are able to clearly demonstrate that Internet users watch less television

than non-users. Those differences may be due to demographic factors, that in many countries

Internet users are somewhat younger or have higher education or incomes. It is compelling to

learn that users watch less television, but the more relevant research question is whether the

Internet is the reason they watch less. Would they watch the same amount of television if there

were no Internet? As they access the net does their television use decrease and, if so, in

predicable patterns as they gain experience and knowledge of the web?  These are the very

questions that a panel study can begin to elicit. Great attention is currently being focused in those

countries that have been in the field for three or more years to look at changes in lifestyle as

people use the Internet. Although it will take another two-to-three years to fully answer these

questions, early data show that television use does decline as non-users become Internet users.

The scientific answer to this question is of critical importance to the television industry around



the world as millions of people move onto the net every year. If these new users begin a process

of watching consistently less television, the long-term future of television will be as a vastly

smaller and less significant medium than it has been in the past.

As we measure television watching and its possible displacement by the Internet, two essential

observations are coming into focus. First, a majority of Internet users in most countries are multi-

tasking and, at least some of the time, are on the Internet at the same time as they are watching

television. Television began as a medium that received the audience’s full and undivided

attention. Only after years of experience did viewers begin to eat or engage in other activities as

they watched television. The Internet, on the other hand, because it can be asynchronous, began

as one activity among many (talking on the telephone, watching television, sending Instant

Messages, listening to the radio) for its users. The American data show that not only do a vast

majority of people multi-task while they are online, a small majority are occupied with three or

more tasks while on the web. Clearly, the mindset and environment of younger users is not

focused on one media activity at a time.

Second, we have also noticed that television displacement begins to change as Internet users

move from dial-up use to broadband. Dial-up users at home tend to go into another room away

from family members and television and stay online an average of 20-to-30 minutes at a time

(with some exceptions). Broadband users are online many more times a day for far shorter

periods. Broadband users are more likely to go online with other people around them and,

whereas dial-up use tends to displace television program viewing (30-minute blocks), broadband

use tends to disrupt television advertising viewing (1-to-2-minute blocks). All of this will



ultimately change the nature of television displacement, likely resulting in users not watching

significantly less television, but, rather, watching it in a significantly different manner.

3) INTERNET AS AN IMPORTANT SOURCE OF INFORMATION

For several generations, survey researchers have been tracking how citizens get their

information. In the United States organizations such as Gallup and Roper have tracked where

Americans get their information and how that has changed over the years. Internationally, the

Internet became a medium for public use in the 1990s, especially after browsers were developed

allowing users to access the world wide web (WWW). From the beginning, people turned to the

web to get information, whether it was a movie start time, product information or research on a

catastrophic illness.

From the beginning, the World Internet Project has been tracking the importance of the Internet

as a source of information and entertainment and the ways in which usage changes and may

affect other media as well. Clearly, during the first five years of tracking the Internet, it has been

perceived much more clearly and strongly as a source of information rather than as a place for

entertainment (although it is heavily used to find information about entertainment).

In the United States, the Internet has surpassed television as a source of information and remains

heavily used for information in most of the world surveyed in the project. Only in Sweden do the

majority of users not consider the Internet to be an important or extremely important source of

information. In eight other countries the majority do consider the net to be an important or

extremely important source of information. The place with the highest reliance on the web for

information is urban Chile where 81.8% say the Internet is at least important in their use of



information while only 3% say it is unimportant. Following Chile are Singapore at 77.6% and

Spain at 71.8%. Urban China is close to Spain at 69.7%, raising important political questions that

the project is striving to study. In the United States and Canada about 60% of Internet users

consider the web an important source of information. During the course of the project the trend is

toward the perception of the Internet as a place to go to get information and increasingly users

are relying on it for that purpose. At the same time, the Internet has made far less significant

inroads in the perception that it is a place to go for entertainment.
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4) RELIABILITY AND CREDIBILITY OF INFORMATION

As the Internet becomes one of the most important sources of information for people in countries

throughout the world, it is essential to track the faith users have in the credibility of that

information. The Internet will continue to grow as a source of information in people’s lives if



those users continue to believe they can trust the information they find there. In most countries

television has surpassed newspapers and magazines as the most credible of media. Most of this is

attributable to the sense that “seeing is believing.”  Many critics have argued that, if people had a

better understanding of media literacy and the process of editing and special effects that can go

into video compilation, they might be more skeptical of the information they receive through

television.

In the United States, faith in the integrity and reliability of traditional print and broadcast media

has been high over a period of generations.  Because Americans have trusted their media, they

largely have not developed the critical media skills necessary to readily distinguish good

information from bad or to withhold judgment until after examining the source of the

information.  The results of the World Internet Project’s worldwide data suggest that only people

in countries where faith in the reliability of information has not been so traditionally high may

have developed more critical media skills.

The American data show that in the first two years of the project, Internet users in the United

States had growing faith in the quality of the information they found online. In 2001 55% of

American Internet users said they trusted most or all of the information they found on the web

(here the term “web “ is used so as not to ask about chat rooms or e-mail). In 2002 that 55%

grew to 58% and then in 2003 it fell to 53% and then fell again the next year to 50%.

Attempting to understand this phenomenon, later questions were asked to distinguish sources of

information such as traditional media on the web, government web sites and individual web sites.

In 2003 74% of Internet users said they trusted most or all of the information found on the web

sites of traditional news organizations, while only 10% said they trusted information on the web



sites of individuals. This is a distinction that American Internet users did not make in the first

year of our study. The compelling result that has emerged from the course of the work in the

United States is that, as people use the web more and more for information, continue to rely on it

and develop strong relationships with certain web sites, they have become more skeptical overall

about the information on the entire web.

Compared to other countries, the United States is toward the middle with regard to belief in the

reliability of online information. Using 2003 data, as mentioned above, 53% of American

Internet users said they trusted most or all of the information online. That level of trust is

consistent with Britain (54.0%) and Singapore (54.9%). Slightly higher faith in the quality and

reliability of online information is found in China (58%) and Hungary (59.7%), while the

country in the project that most trusted the quality of online information was South Korea at

69.7%.  More skeptical than these countries were Spain at 47% and Sweden at 32.3%. The

countries with the fewest people trusting most or all of the Internet’s information were Germany

at 26.4% and at the very bottom, far below the others, Japan at 13.3%. As with differences in

television viewing, the greatest gulf among the countries with data in the project was between

South Korea and Japan.
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When looking at the other side of the question and examining the number of cynics who find

none or only a small amount of online information credible, it is not Japan but Sweden that tops

the list at 36%, while Japan comes in second at 25.3%. The countries with the lowest percentage

of users finding little or no information credible is the United States (7.1%), Hungary (5.0%) and

South Korea at 4.8%. A great deal of attention is being spent looking at the cultural and

technological factors accounting for these differences.

5) WORKERS FEEL INTERNET HAS MADE THEM MORE PRODUCTIVE

One of the most important questions faced by industry is whether the Internet makes workers

more productive and efficient with their time or, because of heavy personal use, actually

interferes with productivity. Historical studies have looked at the role the telephone played in

increased productivity in the workplace. The telephone allowed workers to reach out

immediately to other workers in the same location and across their cities, countries and the



world. The telephone was far faster than letters and allowed for immediate feedback. Answers to

business questions could be found instantly, and the telephone allowed business people to deal

with far more people and issues in a single day or hour than was possible with face-to-face visits

if such visits were even possible. On this level there is no question that the telephone made

workers more productive. But, at the same time, families and friends could reach into the

workplace and sap workers’ time and energy in a way that also was not possible before. Some

employers placed restrictions on employees’ use of the telephone for personal matters, frequently

to little avail.  These histories showed that, while personal use of the telephone could distract

workers, overall it significantly improved productivity.

The WIP data has shown that there is significant use of the Internet at work for sending personal

e-mail and browsing web sites (the same data also shows an equally or perhaps even more

significant use of the net for work-related activities while at home). It falls to other studies to

examine actual rates of business productivity over the next generation and to look at the ways the

Internet and other technologies may affect this productivity. (A very important effort in this

direction is the BIT Study being conducted by Uday Karmarkar at UCLA’s Anderson School of

Management. The study is currently measuring the ways in which Internet technology is

affecting business in close to 10 countries.

(http://www.anderson.ucla.edu/documents/areas/ctr/bit/Annualreport.pdf.

While the WIP Project cannot measure actual increases or decreases in productivity, it can gauge

whether workers believe this technology has affected their productivity. It is clear that across the

world workers strongly believe the Internet has affected their business productivity in a positive

way. It is important to note that many of these workers add, frequently with some unhappiness,



that this increase in productivity means that they take on even more work (not always

voluntarily) with the result that they are working more and harder than ever before. The U.S.

data also show that a majority of workers believe their use of e-mail and the web is being

monitored, sometimes closely, by their employers. A third complaint (to be examined later) is

that this technology has tied them to their work and offices whether at home or on vacation.

Looking at eight countries in the WIP, first it is striking that only small minorities of workers

believe that access to the Internet has negatively affected their work productivity. Across eight

countries, an average of 8% of workers feel their productivity has declined because of the

Internet. The country most likely to feel this is Sweden at 13.3%, followed closely by Britain at

12.2%.  The nation least likely to feel that productivity has declined because of the net is

Hungary where only 2.4% see negative affects.  In the middle are Canada (8.8%), Spain (8.1%),

Singapore (7.3%), the United States (6.5) and Germany at 5.9%. On the other end, an average of

61% of Internet users across these eight countries feel they became more productive at work

once they gained Internet access. Here, most of the nations are clustered close together in the 60-

percent range. Interestingly, the highest is Sweden, which also had the highest percentage

believing the net made them less productive. Fully 68.6% of Swedes see productivity gains

because of the Internet. In the same range are Singapore at 66.3%, Germany at 66.1%, the United

States at 65.8% and Canada at 62.3%. Slightly lower are Britain at 58.1% and Hungary at 55.6%,

while Spain is still lower at 42.9%.
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One of the goals of the project in the next cycle is to separate work into discrete tasks to gain a

better understanding of whether workers feel that the Internet has improved productivity in all

tasks or whether it is concentrated in only certain areas. The addition of data from developing

countries will also make this data even more meaningful.

6) FREQUENCY OF CHECKING E-MAIL HIGH, BUT MAY BE CHANGING

By any measure, for almost all Internet users, e-mail has become an established part of their

lives. In nearly every country, Internet users report that the attraction of e-mail was usually the

major reason or one of the top two reasons for seeking access to the Internet. In the American

data, the highest level of satisfaction with the Internet over the past four years has been in the

ability to communicate with other people. In a mid-year, special survey taken of U.S. Internet

users shortly after September 11, 2001, it was found that e-mail use increased significantly in the



days after the terrorist attacks. Moreover, many people reported using e-mail to reach out to

friends, many of whom they had not communicated with for long periods, to show caring and

support and, in many cases, to repair injured relationships. What was most compelling about

these “I care messages” is that, in most cases, the senders indicated they would not have sent a

letter or made a phone call; the communication only occurred because e-mail perfectly matched

their emotional state and desire to communicate. More than a quarter of Americans on the

Internet reported receiving messages from outside the United States within a week of September

11. Clearly, there are very special needs filled by e-mail that are not filled, or at least in the same

way, by the use of the telephone or mail.

That e-mail has become an important part of many Internet users’ daily lives can be shown by

looking at the WIP data. In nine countries the project looked at how frequently Internet users

check their e-mail. Across those nine countries, an average of 52% check their e-mail at least

once a day. At the very bottom of that list is urban China at 21%. This low number can be easily

explained by the small percentage of Chinese who own their own computers. With many

Chinese accessing the Internet through cyber cafes, it is not surprising that only a few are able to

gain access at least once a day. High percentages in the other countries report checking more

than once a day, with many checking once an hour or more.
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Americans check their e-mail most often, with 67.2% looking at messages at least once a day,

followed closely by urban Chile at 63.8%. Other than China, all the countries report a majority or

very close to a majority accessing e-mail at least once a day. On the opposite side of the scale,

even though Americans are the ones most likely to check e-mail at least once a day, they are not

the group with the smallest percentage checking least often (once a week or less). That

distinction belongs to Sweden, where 12.1% check only once a week. After Sweden are urban

Chile (13.5%) and then the United States. The country most likely to check only once a week is

China at 33.1% for reasons stated above.

In the fourth year of the American data a new development was observed that may be the

beginning of a trend that will deepen in the United States and perhaps become evident elsewhere

in the world as well. Of course, it is also possible that this is a trend that will not truly develop

over a period of several years and could prove to be an aberration. Among the most experienced



Internet users in the U.S. (those on-line seven years or more), there may be the signs of an “e-

mail overload.” All of the most experienced users see the great advantages in convenience and

productivity that e-mail has added to their business and personal lives, and none of them want to

give up either e-mail or the Internet. Although they report high levels of satisfaction with the

technology, they also report that they feel this technology is controlling and even, in some cases,

defining their lives. Many report that they have become tethered to their e-mail and always feel

they have to check and answer messages. This has created in some a constant sense of always

having to deal with an issue that did not exist in their lives ten years before. As mentioned, none

of them want to abandon e-mail, but report they want to take control of the technology and enjoy

the benefits of instant communication without suffering the disadvantages. This phenomenon,

referred to in the latest U.S. report as “E-nuff Already,” can be evidenced in a number of ways.

Over the first three years of the work, there was always a relationship between Internet

experience and frequency of checking e-mail. In the fourth year, there was a change and it was

the newest users who were checking more often than the experienced users. When asked how

quickly one should reply to a personal e-mail (business e-mail was not looked at here because

one may not have a choice of how often to access business e-mail since their job could depend

on checking), in the fourth year it was the newest users who believed in the fastest response. Of

those online for less than a year, 29.7% felt that a personal e-mail should be answered as soon as

possible while less than half as many experienced users (14.7%) felt a reply was called for that

quickly. On the slower side, 18.9% of new users felt that a reply in two or three days was

acceptable, while 30.8% of the experienced users felt this way.
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Like television, the Internet has become a significant part of many users’ lives. Its importance as

a medium of communication and information is already significant and likely will continue to

grow and become more pronounced. As it moves from a novelty to an ingrained part of daily (or

hourly) life, it will have increasingly unanticipated effects on daily life.  Beyond displacing some

existing activities, the Internet will change the core of social interaction, politics, learning and

entertainment in ways that will be captured internationally as the project grows in size and

maturity.


