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The Internet promises to
become one of the princi-
pal ways by which both

governments and businesses will
communicate with their citizens
and their customers. But in 2000,
42% of Canadians aged 15 and
over had never used the Internet.
Furthermore, over 5% were Inter-
net dropouts — people who
haven’t used the Net for at least
one year; another 5% had gone on
the Net in the past year, but used
it rarely and had not surfed in the
past month at all. Is it reasonable
to make the Net a major conduit
of information among individuals,
governments and businesses when
this new communication technology
has not been adopted uniformly
throughout society?

Previous studies have shown that
women are less experienced computer
users than men1 and that people with
higher incomes and education are
most likely to be connected to the
Net.2 According to new data, Internet
dropouts and infrequent users are more
likely to be employed and more likely
to be women than people who use the
Net regularly (five or more hours a
week). They are also less likely to live in
households with incomes over $60,000
a year or to have a postsecondary edu-
cation. While these facts may explain
why people are unable to adopt Inter-
net technology, they do not explain
why they fail to maintain it. This article
examines the characteristics of Internet
dropouts and infrequent users and
compares them with Canadians who
use the Net regularly. It also asks why
some people have not been swept away
by the Internet wave.

Why aren’t they surfing?
According to the 2000 Household
Internet Use Survey (HIUS), just over
813,000 of all Canadian households

that have ever used the Internet
reported that they no longer did. Over
one-quarter of these dropout house-
holds (232,500) had used the Internet
regularly during a typical month, with
over half surfing the Net at least once a
week. By far the most common reason
that they had dropped out was that
they had “no need” of the Internet
(30% of dropout households).3 This sug-
gests that the World Wide Web either
did not have what these people were
looking for, or that they were content to
use more conventional sources of infor-
mation that do not demand expensive
equipment or special skills. It may also
indicate lack of time or difficulty find-
ing what they were searching for.
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Some 17% of households that had
previously used the Net regularly
dropped out because it was too expen-
sive and 14% did so because they lost
access to a computer. These reasons
are similar to those given by Net
dropouts in the United States: in 
September 2000, 11% of American
dropouts said they had quit the Net
because their connection had proved
too costly and 21% said they no
longer had a personal computer.4

Lack of experience more common
to infrequent users
A person’s degree of comfort or famil-
iarity with new technologies may play a
role in their decision to use the Net.
Infrequent users and dropouts do score

somewhat lower on the technology
use index than regular users, suggest-
ing the fewer of these devices people
use, the less likely they are to use 
other types of technologies.5 Although
only a small percentage of Canadian 

households that had dropped out
cited difficulty or complexity as their
reason for giving up on the Net, some
of the earlier U.S. research identified
complexity and frustration as one of
the principal barriers to access.6 Given

Statistics Canada — Catalogue No. 11-008 SUMMER 2002 CANADIAN SOCIAL TRENDS 3

This article uses data from the 2000 Household 
Internet Use Survey (HIUS) and the 2000 General 
Social Survey (GSS) on access to and use of 
information communication technology. The HIUS,
introduced in 1997 to measure the adoption of Inter-
net services by Canadian households, collects data
from approximately 34,000 private households in the
10 provinces. In 2000, the questionnaire included a
brief series of questions for households that had
used the Internet on a regular basis in the past but no
longer do so. Because the objective of the HIUS is to
collect data at the household level, information
about the behaviour of individual members of the
household is not available. This missing piece of the
puzzle is addressed by the 2000 GSS, which collect-
ed detailed information about the individual’s use of
technology, allowing researchers to focus on per-
sonal use of the Internet. GSS data were collected
over a 12-month period from January to December
2000 from almost 25,100 respondents aged 15 and
over living in private households in all 10 provinces.

The definition of user differs between the HIUS 
and the GSS and cannot be reconciled because 
of the way the data were collected. Despite these

differences, both surveys taken together shed light
on many Internet-related issues. To keep the defini-
tional distinctions as clear as possible, however, this
article uses the HIUS data for information about the
reasons why households stopped using the Internet,
while GSS data are used for all other characteristics.

Dropout household: a household that once used the
Internet in a typical month, regardless of the location
of use (home, work, school, library, etc.), but no
longer does. A typical month refers to a month that
is not out of the ordinary for the household, usually
in the past year, as determined by the respondent.

Regular users: individuals who have spent at 
least five hours on the Internet in the past week,
regardless of the location of use (home, work,
school, library, friend’s or relative’s house, any 
other location).

Infrequent users: individuals who have not used the
Internet from any location in the past month, but
have used it at some time in the past 12 months.

Dropouts: individuals who have not used the Inter-
net from any location for at least 12 months.

What you should know about this studyCSTCST
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the improvement and proliferation of
search engines in recent years, these
issues may no longer present a serious
impediment to potential users, but
the original research does suggest that
inexperience may play a role in decid-
ing not to use the Internet.

Indeed, according to the 2000 Gen-
eral Social Survey (GSS), infrequent
users are more recent, and therefore
less experienced, users: 40% have
learned to navigate the Net within the
last year, compared with only 14% 
of regular users.7 As they gain more
experience, infrequent users may then
move on to more regular use or drop
out, depending on how useful they
find the Internet.

Being comfortable with surfing the
Net is undoubtedly linked to the
user’s level of comfort using a PC.
Infrequent users were not nearly as
likely as regular Net users to perform
activities such as word processing,
bookkeeping, data entry and analysis,
and game playing. Not surprisingly,
only 20% of infrequent users described
their computer skills as very good or
excellent, in contrast with 57% of reg-
ular Internet users.

American researchers have reported
that people who learned how to use
the Net from family or friends were
more likely to drop out than people
who were taught in the workplace or
were self-taught.8 GSS results suggest
that Canadian users are similar: regular
Net users were more likely than infre-
quent users to rate formal training (e.g.
courses) and self-teaching as important
tools for acquiring computer skills.9
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Regular users Infrequent users Dropouts

Total 5,272,200 1,086,830 1,257,200

% of population aged 15 and over 21 4 5

% female 39 58 54

Average age (years) 34 36 37

Technology Use Index (maximum = 8.0) 4.7 4.2 4.0

% with annual household income 
$60,000 or over1 54 38 31

% with more than high school education 75 68 61

% with home Internet connection 89 36 20

Main activity in past 12 months (%)

Work 63 70 67

School 26 13 9

Child care, household work,
maternity/paternity leave 4 9 10

Retired 4 4 8

Other2 3 4 6

1. Includes only households that reported.
2. Includes looking for work, long-term illness and other reasons.
Source: Statistics Canada, General Social Survey, 2000.

Dropouts and infrequent Internet users are more likely to be
working and have lower household incomes than regular usersCSTCST

Reasons for dropping out

1. Subject to high sampling variability.
Note: In dropout households, at least one household member had once regularly used the Internet 

in a typical month.
Source: Statistics Canada, Household Internet Use Survey, 2000.
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Dropout households most often say they do not need the InternetCSTCST

7. Data are not available for dropouts
because the question was not asked of
respondents who had not used the
Internet in the previous 12 months.

8. Katz and Aspden. op. cit.

9. For more information on learning meth-
ods and preferences, see Dryburgh, H.
Spring 2002. “Learning computer skills.”
Canadian Social Trends.
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Have they dropped out for good?
According to the 2000 HIUS, a total of
813,000 households that had previous-
ly used the Internet (both typical and
non-typical users) had since aban-
doned it. Can they be enticed back? It’s
not certain. Only about 28% of them
believed that, in the coming year, they
would return to using the Net on a reg-
ular basis. And of those that did
envision returning to regular use, the
majority (67%) intended to do their
surfing from home. Other locations —
such as work, school or public library
— were not nearly as conducive to a
return to regular surfing, probably
because they are simply too inconve-
nient for one reason or another.

Interestingly, over 368,000 house-
holds that no longer used the Net had
a PC at home but 62% of them had 
no intention of accessing the Net
again in the next year. Almost one-
quarter didn’t think it was useful or
else didn’t need it; one-fifth said it
was too expensive and almost as
many had no interest in the Internet.
One reason was technological: the PC
was too old to support the technology
(16%). Others were so pressed for time
that they believed they would not
have time to use the Net (14%) even if
they were connected.

Who hasn’t used the Net at all?
According to the 2000 GSS, 42% (about
10.3 million) of Canadian adults have
never used the Internet. Although non-
users are quite different from Net users,
many of these differences stem from the
fact that non-users are considerably
older: almost 75% are aged 40 or over
and their average age is 54. Almost half
are homemakers, retired or caring for
children; over half are women. Non-
users are also less technologically
inclined than users, scoring an average
of 3.1 out of 8.0 on the technology use
index, while regular users score 4.7.

Only 22% of all non-users are inter-
ested in learning to use the Net. The top
three reasons they give for not learning

are cost, lack of access to a computer or
to the Internet and not having enough
time. When non-users not interested in
the Net are asked if they would want to
learn if the Net were available in a
library or other public place — thus
removing some of the barriers to learn-
ing — three-quarters still say no. Almost
half are not interested, one in 10 cite
lack of skills or training, and the
remainder report various other reasons
such as not having enough time, lack of
privacy and excessive waiting time.

Summary
The main reason people say they stop
using the Internet is that they discover
they don’t need it. Other common rea-
sons include losing access to the Net or
to the computer they were using to
access it. The expense of being con-
nected is also too much for some
people to manage — users who do drop
out tend to have fewer financial
resources. Furthermore, their Internet
needs may be fairly low-level, for exam-
ple using e-mail, and their incentive

may not be as great as that of someone
who uses the Net for a wider range of
activities. With younger people using
the Internet for an increasing number
of purposes, one might expect that
they will continue to do so over a life-
time, provided they have easy access.
As a younger generation replaces the
less interested and computer-savvy
older generation, it is probable that the
Net will become just as common a
communication technology as radio,
television and the telephone.
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Canadian Social Trends; Jonathan
Ellison is Head of the Household Con-
nectedness Unit, Science, Innovation
and Electronic Information Division;
and Kathryn Stevenson is Project
Manager of the 2000 General Social
Survey, Housing, Family and Social
Statistics Division, Statistics Canada.
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-- Sample too small to provide reliable estimate.  
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Infrequent users are more likely to be recent Internet learnersCSTCST
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