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Introduction

This report provides information about the 
characteristics of households and people 
who have and have not adopted use of 
computers and the Internet.  The findings 
in this report are based on data collected in 
a supplement to the October 2003 Current 
Population Survey that included questions 
about computer and Internet use at home, 
school, and work.1  The U.S. Census Bureau 
has asked questions in the Current Popula-
tion Survey to assess computer use since 
1984 and Internet use since 1997.

The first part of this report examines com-
puter and Internet use in households.  The 

second and third parts of the report deal 
with computer and Internet use among 
children and adults, respectively.

COMPUTERS AND INTERNET 
ACCESS IN HOUSEHOLDS

Prevalence of Personal Computers 
and Internet Access

The majority of households have personal 
computers and Internet access.  In 2003, 
70 million American households, or 62 per-
cent, had one or more computers, up from  
56 percent in 2001 (Figure 1).2  In 1984, 
the proportion of households with a com-
puter was 8 percent.

1 The data in this report are from the Computer and 
Internet Use Supplement to the October 2003 Current 
Population Survey.  The population represented (the popu-
lation universe) is the civilian noninstitutionalized popula-
tion living in the United States.

2 The estimates in this report (which may be shown in 
text, figures, and tables) are based on responses from a 
sample of the population and may differ from actual val-
ues because of sampling variability or other factors.  As 
a result, apparent differences between the estimates for 
two or more groups may not be statistically significant. 
All comparative statements have undergone statistical 
testing and are significant at the 90-percent confidence 
level unless otherwise noted.

Figure 1.
Households With a Computer and Internet Access: 1984 to 2003
(In percent)

Households with a computer

Households with Internet access

Source: U.S. Census Bureau, Current Population Survey, 1984, 1989, 1993, 1997, 1998, 2000, 2001, 2003.
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Sixty-two million households, or 
55 percent, had Internet access, up 
from 50 percent in 2001, and more 
than triple the proportion of house-
holds with Internet access in 1997 
(18 percent).  Most households with 
a computer also had Internet access 
(88 percent).3  In 1997, less than 
half of households with computers 
had someone using the Internet. 

While computer ownership and 
home Internet access have been 
adopted widely, some groups had 
lower adoption rates.  For instance, 
35 percent of households with 
householders aged 65 and older, 
about 45 percent of households 
with Black or Hispanic household-
ers, and 28 percent of households 
with householders who had less 
than a high school education had a 
computer (Table A).4  In addition,  
41 percent of one-person house-
holds and 46 percent of nonfamily 
households owned a computer.5  
Differences among households in 
Internet access mirror those for 
computer ownership.

The presence of a school-aged child 
also influenced whether a house-
hold had a computer or Internet 
access.  More than three-quarters of 
households with a school-aged child 
(6 to 17 years) had a computer, and 
67 percent had Internet access.  In 
comparison, 57 percent of house-
holds without a school-aged child 
had a computer, and 50 percent had 
Internet access.

High-income households were more 
likely to have a computer or Internet 
access.  Among family households 
with incomes of $100,000 or more 
during the 12 months prior to the 
survey, 95 percent had at least one 
computer and 92 percent had Inter-
net access at home.  Among family 
households with incomes below 
$25,000, 41 percent had a com-

puter and 31 percent had Internet 
access.

Households Without Internet 
Access

Forty-five percent of households did 
not have Internet access at home 
in 2003.6  The three most com-
mon reasons were “don’t need it, 
not interested” (39 percent), “costs 
are too high,” and “no computer or 
computer inadequate” (each at  
23 percent, Table B).  A few house-
holds had “access elsewhere”  
(2 percent).  “Language barriers,” 
“concern that children will access in-
appropriate sites,” and “privacy and 
security concerns” were rarely given 
as reasons (each 1 percent).7

Among households without the In-
ternet, more than 4 out of 5 also did 

4 Hereafter, this report uses the term non-
Hispanic White to refer to people who reported 
they are White only and not Hispanic or La-
tino.  The term Black is used to refer to people 
who reported the single race Black or African 
American, the term Asian refers to people who 
reported the single race Asian, and the term 
Hispanic refers to people who are Hispanic or 
Latino.  Because Hispanics may be any race, 
data in this report for Hispanics overlap slight-
ly with data for the Black population and for 
the Asian population.  Based on the October 
2003 Current Population Survey, 3.6 percent 
of the single-race Black population 3 years and 
older and 1.0 percent of the single-race Asian 
population 3 years and older were Hispanic.

3 Twelve percent of households with a 
computer did not have Internet access, and 
another one-half million (less than 1 percent) 
without a computer accessed the Internet us-
ing some other device.

5 The percent of households with comput-
ers with either Black or Hispanic householders 
is not significantly different from the percent 
of nonfamily households with computers.

6 The Current Population Survey asked why 
respondents did not have Internet access.  It 
did not ask reasons for not having a home 
computer.

7 The value for “language barriers” is sta-
tistically different from the values for “concern 
that children will access inappropriate sites” 
and “privacy and security concerns.”
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not have a computer (83 percent).  
For 41 percent of these computer-
less households, “don’t need it, not 
interested” was the primary reason 
for not having Internet access.  For 
about one-fourth of these house-
holds, the lack of a computer was 
the primary reason.

As shown in Figure 2, disinterest in 
the Internet is related to the age of 
the householder.  Of the 20 million 
householders who stated they were 
not interested in the Internet, over 
60 percent (12.7 million) were aged 
55 and older.  Householders aged 
15 to 44 without Internet access 
most frequently cited “costs are too 
high” as the reason.

Regional and State Rates of 
Computer and Internet Access

While households in the West had 
the highest rates of access to these 
technologies, households in the 
Northeast, Midwest, and South were 
close behind (Table A).  In 2003,  
67 percent of households in the 
West had at least one computer in 
the home, and 59 percent of house-

holds had Internet access.  Southern 
households had the lowest rates of 
access: 59 percent had a computer 
and 52 percent had an Internet  
connection.  

Since 2000, rates of computer use 
have become more uniform across 
the country, narrowing the technol-
ogy gap between the West and  
the South.  The difference between 
the two regions decreased from  
10 percentage points in 2000  
(57 percent in the West and  
47 percent in the South) to  
8 percentage points in 2003.

Households in Utah, Alaska, New 
Hampshire, and Washington were 
among those with the highest rates 
of computer ownership (about  
72 percent, Figure 3), while the 
rates in Mississippi, Arkansas, and 
Louisiana were among the lowest 
(about 50 percent).  Alaska and New 
Hampshire were also among the 
states with the highest proportions 
of households with access to the 
Internet (about 65 percent).  House-
holds in Mississippi and Arkansas 
were among those with the lowest 

proportions of Internet access in the 
home: about 40 percent.8  
 

COMPUTER AND INTERNET 
USE AMONG CHILDREN

Historically, access to computer 
and Internet technology has been 
discussed separately from its actual 
use.  Since almost 9 in 10 children 
living in a household with a com-
puter used it in 2003, the difference 
between access and use is mini-
mal (Table C).  The percentage of 
children living in a household with 
a computer who used it increased 
from 75 percent in 1993 to  
86 percent in 2003.9

Figure 2.
Selected Reasons for No Internet Access in Household by Age of Householder: 2003
(In millions)

Don’t need it, not interested

Costs are too high

No computer or computer inadequate

Source: U.S. Census Bureau, Current Population Survey, October 2003.
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Under 25 25–34 35–44 45–54 55–64 65–74 75 and over

1.2

1.6

3.9

0.9

1.4

5.6

0.8

1.7

8 Utah’s rate of computer ownership was 
higher than that of other states except for 
Alaska, New Hampshire, and Washington. 
Mississippi’s rate of computer ownership 
was lower than that of other states except 
for Arkansas and Louisiana.  Alaska’s rate of 
Internet access was higher than that of other 
states except for New Hampshire.  Missis-
sippi’s rate of Internet access was lower than 
that of other states except for Arkansas.   

9 For more information on computer use in 
1993, see the detailed tables at <www 
.census.gov/population/www/socdemo 
/computer/computer93.html>.
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Figure 3.
Households With a Computer and Internet Access by Region and State: 2003
(In percent)

REGION

35 45 55 65 7530 40 50 60 70
Mississippi

Arkansas
Louisiana
Alabama

New Mexico
West Virginia

South Carolina
Oklahoma
Tennessee

North Carolina
Kentucky

Ohio
Texas

District of Columbia
Indiana

Montana
New York
Michigan

Illinois
Pennsylvania

Missouri
Georgia
Florida
Nevada

North Dakota
United States

South Dakota
Rhode Island

Hawaii
Kansas

Wisconsin
Massachusetts

Delaware
Arizona

Iowa
New Jersey

Wyoming
Vermont

Maryland
California
Nebraska

Virginia
Oregon

Maine
Minnesota

Idaho
Connecticut

Colorado
Washington

New Hampshire
Alaska

Utah
STATE

South
Midwest

Northeast
West

Households with Internet access
90-percent confidence interval

Midpoint

Households with a computer
90-percent confidence interval

Midpoint

Source: U.S. Census Bureau, Current Population Survey, October 2003.
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Children’s access to a computer at 
home and at school has increased 
in recent years.  In 1993, 32 percent 
of children had access to a com-
puter at home and 61 percent used 
a computer at school.  In 2003, 
about three-quarters (76 percent) 
of all children 3 to 17 years lived in 
a household with a computer, and 
83 percent of the 57 million en-
rolled children used a computer at 
school, giving this generation more 
exposure to technology than their 
predecessors.  

Despite these increases, rates of  
access to and use of computers  
continued to vary among groups 
(Table C).  In 2003, the percentage 
of children living in homes with a 
computer ranged from 70 percent 
for young children (aged 3 to 5) 
to 79 percent for older teenagers 
(aged 15 to 17).  Among children 
who lived in a home with a com-
puter, older children were more 
likely than younger children to use 
the computer—usage was nearly 
universal among older children, 95 
percent, compared with 67 percent 
of younger children.

Rates of children’s home computer 
access and use varied by race and 
Hispanic origin.  Non-Hispanic White 
or Asian children (each about  
85 percent) were more likely to 
have a computer at home than Black 
or Hispanic children (each about  
54 percent). Among those who lived 
in households with a computer, the 
differences in usage rates within 
those households were 88 percent 
for non-Hispanic Whites and about 
82 percent each for Blacks, Asians, 
and Hispanics. 

Educational attainment of the 
householder continued to show a 
relationship to the presence of a 
computer in the household.  While 
47 percent of children living with 
a householder who had less than a 
high school education had a com-
puter, 94 percent of the children in 
households where the householder 
had a bachelor’s degree or more 
education had a computer available 
to them at home.  The difference in 

computer use rates between these 
groups with access to a computer 
was 82 percent and 89 percent, 
respectively.

Children’s family income had a 
similar relationship to computer 
presence in the household.  Forty-
seven percent of children with 
family incomes under $25,000 lived 
in a household with a computer, 
compared with 97 percent of those 
with family incomes of at least 
$100,000.  Eighty percent of chil-
dren in families with lower incomes 
used the computer if one was  
in the household, compared with 
90 percent of children from families 
with higher incomes.

Computer Use at School and at 
Home

School affects children’s access 
to and use of computers.  Among 
schoolchildren enrolled in kinder-
garten through 12th grade (K–12), 
about 8 in 10 used a computer at 
home, and about 9 in 10 used a 
computer at school in 2003  
(Figure 4).

More than half (64 percent) of 
schoolchildren used computers both 

at home and at school.  Among 
children who used a computer in 
one location, more used a computer 
at school than at home, 24 percent 
compared with 6 percent.  Adding 
all three groups (at home, at school, 
in both locations) together, more 
than 9 in 10 schoolchildren used a 
computer somewhere, leaving  
7 percent who did not use a com-
puter in any location.

Schools give computer access to 
children who do not have it at 
home. As illustrated in Figure 5, 
schools provided computer access 
to all groups regardless of family 
income, race, and Hispanic origin.

Children from family households 
with incomes of $100,000 or more 
enrolled in kindergarten through 
12th grade had the highest rates 
of home computer use, 92 percent, 
compared with 41 percent of chil-
dren from households with incomes 
below $25,000, a difference of 
about 50 percentage points.  At 
school, 91 percent of children from 
families with the highest incomes 
used a computer, compared with 
84 percent of those with the lowest 
incomes, a difference of 6 percent-
age points.

83.4Use at home

Use at school

Use at both home and school

Use only at school

Use only at home

No use

92.3

63.7

23.6

5.7

7.0

Figure 4.
Use of Computers Among Children Enrolled in Grades 
K–12: 2003*
(In percent)

* The percentages for home and school computer use differ from the corresponding percentages 
in Table C because this figure excludes children who were not enrolled in grades K–12.

Source: U.S. Census Bureau, Current Population Survey, October 2003.
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Figure 5 illustrates a similar effect 
among children by race and Hispan-
ic origin.  The highest and lowest 
rates for computer use at home dif-
fered by 33 percentage points, with 

80 percent of non-Hispanic White 
children using a computer at home, 
compared with about 48 percent 
each of Black children and Hispanic 
children.  At school, the differences 

diminished, with 89 percent of non-
Hispanic White children and about 
85 percent of Black and Hispanic 
children using computers there.  

Figure 5.
Computer Use at Home and School Among Children Enrolled in Grades K–12 by Family 
Income, Race and Hispanic Origin, and Type of School: 2003
(In percent)

*Among children in families.
Source: U.S. Census Bureau, Current Population Survey, October 2003.
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Figure 6.
Types of Computer Use at Home for Children 3 to 17 
Years by Age: 2003
(Percentage of children who use a computer at home)

*Asked only of children aged 15 to 17.
Source: U.S. Census Bureau, Current Population Survey, October 2003.

66.1

13.5
45.8

84.0

90.8

64.4
32.1

47.7
73.9

86.3

44.6

10.8

3 to 17 years

3 to 5 years

6 to 9 years

10 to 14 years

15 to 17 years

20.3

52.8

77.0

83.1

85.2

87.7

85.1
73.9

45.4

12.5
24.7

56.4

69.2

School
assignments

Internet

E-mail

Play games

Word
processing

Graphics or
manipulate

audios*

Spreadsheets*

Manage
household
finances*

43.4

21.0

4.4

The 15-percentage-point difference 
between public and private school-
children in home computer-use 
rates disappeared when the children 
were at school.  The percentage of 
students who used a computer at 
public school was marginally higher 
than that of children who used a 
computer at private school (87 
percent compared with 85 percent), 
reversing a historical trend.10

Eighty-three percent of children 
aged 3 to 17 with a computer at 
home used it to play games, the 
most common single use, followed 
by school assignments (66 percent) 
and connecting to the Internet  
(64 percent, Figure 6).  Children 
used a broader range of computer 
applications as they aged.  Playing 
games was the most frequent activ-
ity among the youngest children  
(85 percent).  For the oldest chil-
dren, school assignments and 
accessing the Internet were more 
common activities (91 percent and 
86 percent, respectively).

Children who accessed the Inter-
net, whether at home, school, or 
elsewhere, most often used online 
connectivity to complete school 
assignments (75 percent).  The next 
most common Internet use among 
children was playing games  
(65 percent), followed by e-mail or 
instant messaging (60 percent).11

COMPUTER AND INTERNET 
USE AMONG ADULTS

Overall, use of computers by adults 
(people 18 years and older) was 
less prevalent than use by children. 
Sixty-four percent of adults used a 
computer at some location (home, 
school, or work) in 2003, compared 
with 86 percent of children (Tables 
C and D).  Due to the large propor-
tion of very young children who 

used a computer and did not use 
the Internet, a larger proportion of 
adults than children used the Inter-
net at some location (60 percent 
compared with 56 percent).

Over the past two decades, the pro-
portion of adults (people 18 years 
and over) using a computer any-
where has grown, from 18 percent 
in 1984, to 36 percent in 1993, to 

10 For more information on computer use 
in earlier years, see <www.census.gov 
/population/www/socdemo/computer.html>.

11 For more information on children’s ac-
tivites on the Internet, see the 2003 Detailed 
Table 9A at <www.census.gov/population 
/www/socdemo/computer.html>.
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Figure 7.
Population 18 Years and Older Using a Computer at Home
by Sex: 1984 to 2003
(In percent)

Men

Women

Source: U.S. Census Bureau, Current Population Survey, October 2003.
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64 percent in 2003.  From 1997 
(the first year in which the CPS col-
lected information on Internet use) 
to 2003, use of the Internet among 
adults jumped from 22 percent to 
60 percent. 

Among adults, two-thirds  
(66 percent) had a computer at 
home, and among those, 83 percent 
used the computer.  Fifty-nine per-
cent of adults had Internet access  
at home, and 82 percent of them 
used it.  More than half of working 
adults used a computer at work  
(56 percent), and 42 percent used 
the Internet on the job.  Among 
adult students, 85 percent said they 
used a computer at school, and  
66 percent used the Internet there.   

As was the case for children, adults’ 
use of these technologies varied 
with their socioeconomic and demo-
graphic characteristics.  Adults with 
an advanced degree, for example, 
had the highest rates of computer 
use anywhere.  Asian or non-His-
panic White adults (about 69 per-
cent each) were more likely to use a 
computer than Blacks or Hispanics 
(51 percent and 41 percent,  
respectively).

People 65 and older had lower 
rates of computer use (28 percent) 
and Internet use (25 percent) than 
was the case for other age groups. 
Adults 18 to 24 years of age were 
most likely to use a computer or the 
Internet someplace (75 percent and 
71 percent, respectively).

Computer Use by Sex

In 2003, more women than men 
used a computer at home by a small 
margin, reversing the computer 
use “gender gap” exhibited during 
the 1980s and 1990s.12  In 1984, 
men’s home computer use was 20 
percentage points higher than that 
of women (Figure 7).  This gap 
decreased to 3 percentage points in 

1997 and reversed in 2001, favor-
ing women by 2 percentage points.  
Similarly, women’s Internet use at 
home exceeded men’s in 2003.

At work, women have had higher 
rates of computer use than men 
since the CPS first collected data  
on computer use in 1984, when  
29 percent of working women used 
a computer on the job, compared 
with 21 percent of working men.  
In 2003, 63 percent of women and 
51 percent of men used a computer 
at work.  Forty-seven percent of 
women and 39 percent of men used 
the Internet on the job in 2003 
(Table E).

Some of the historically higher rates 
of women’s computer use at work 
may derive in part from the type 
of jobs they have held.  In 2003, 
the technology use-intensive office 
and administrative support occupa-
tions accounted for 23 percent of 
all working women and 6 percent 
of working men.  While office and 
administrative support occupations 
accounted for 7 percent of men 
using computers on the job, this cat-

egory accounted for 29 percent of 
all women using computers at work.  

The percentages of women and men 
who use computers at work also 
differ by occupation group.  Among 
men, the group with the highest 
percentage of workers using a com-
puter was professional occupations.  
For women, the most computer us-
ers were in the management, busi-
ness, and financial occupations.

Internet Use for 
Communication and Commerce

Over the last few years, computer 
and Internet technologies have 
merged into a communications 
device for both home and work 
life.  By 2003, more adult computer 
users accessed the Internet than 
performed any other computing 
task: 89 percent of  home users and 
75 percent of those at work (Table 
F).  Nearly 9 in 10 adult Internet us-
ers (88 percent) used the Internet to 
send or receive e-mail, and nearly  
8 in 10 (78 percent) used the Inter-
net to get information on products 
or services.  

12 For more information on computer use 
by sex in the 1980s and 1990s, see Computer 
Use in the United States: 1984, Computer Use 
in the United States: 1989, and Computer Use 
in the United States: 1997, at <www.census 
.gov/population/www/socdemo/computer 
.html>.
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The proportions of the population 
performing tasks online, and the 
activities they choose, demonstrate 
some of the ways the technology is 
affecting society:

• The Internet has become a major 
venue for the dissemination of 
news.  In 6 years, the proportion 
of adults who used the Internet 
to find information on “news, 
weather, or sports” increased  
from 7 percent in 1997 to 40 per-
cent in 2003 (Figure 8), and the 
proportion using the Internet to 
find information on government 
or health services increased from 
12 percent to 33 percent.13 

• The Internet is also changing in-
terpersonal communication.  More 
than half (55 percent) of all adults 
used e-mail or instant messaging 
in 2003, compared with  
12 percent of adults in 1997.

• The Internet has become an  
integral part of the economy.  
Eighteen percent of adults con-
ducted banking online in 2003.  
Twelve percent of adults used the 
Internet to search for a job.  Near-
ly half of adults (47 percent) used 
the Internet to find information 
on products or services.  About 
one-third of adults (32 percent) 
actually purchased a product or 
service online, compared with  
2.1 percent of adults who used 
the Internet for “shopping”  
in 1997.

SOURCE OF THE DATA

The population represented (the 
population universe) in the Com-
puter and Internet Use Supplement 
to the October 2003 Current Popula-
tion Survey is the civilian noninsti-
tutionalized population living in the 
United States.  The institutionalized 
population, which is excluded from 
the population universe, is com-

13 Data from 1997 derive from the answer 
“Search for information such as government, 
business, health, education” to the question 
“What do you use the Internet for at home?”  
In 2001 and 2003, household members were 
asked about specific uses of the Internet any-
where, not  at home.  

Figure 8.
Population 18 Years and Older Using the Internet 
for a Specific Task: 1997, 2001, and 2003
(In percent)

*Data from 1997 derive from the answer “Search for information such as government, 
business, health, education.”
**Data from 1997 derive from the answer “Shopping.”

Note: Data from 1997 derive from the question “What do you use the Internet for at home?”

Source: U.S. Census Bureau, Current Population Survey, October 1997, September 2001, and 
October 2003.
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posed primarily of the population in 
correctional institutions and nursing 
homes (91 percent of the  
4.1 million institutionalized people 
in Census 2000).

Most estimates in this report come 
from data obtained in October 2003 
from the Current Population Survey 
(CPS).  Some estimates are based 
on data obtained from the CPS in 
earlier years, including October 
1984, October 1989, October 1993, 
October 1997, December 1998, 
August 2000, and September 2001.  
The U.S. Census Bureau conducts 
this survey every month.

ACCURACY OF THE 
ESTIMATES

Statistics from surveys are subject 
to sampling error and nonsampling 
error.  All comparisons presented 
in this report have taken sampling 
error into account and are signifi-
cant at the 90-percent confidence 
level.  This means the 90-percent 
confidence level for the difference 
between estimates being compared 
does not include zero.  Nonsam-
pling error in surveys may be attrib-
uted to a variety of sources, such as 
how the survey was designed, how 
respondents interpret questions, 

how able and willing respondents 
are to provide correct answers, and 
how accurately answers are coded 
and classified.  To minimize these 
errors, the Census Bureau employs 
quality control procedures in sample 
selection, the wording of questions, 
interviewing, coding, data process-
ing, and data analysis.

The Current Population Survey 
weighting procedure uses ratio es-
timation whereby sample estimates 
are added to independent estimates 
of the national population by age, 
race, sex, and Hispanic origin. This 
weighting partially corrects for bias 
due to undercoverage, but biases 
may still be present when people 
who are missed by the survey 
differ from those interviewed in 
ways other than age, race, sex, and 
Hispanic origin.  How this weighting 
procedure affects other variables in 
the survey is not precisely known.  
All of these considerations affect 
comparisons across different sur-
veys or data sources.

For further information on the 
source of the data and accuracy of 
the estimates, including standard 
errors and confidence intervals, 
contact Jana Shepherd of the Demo-
graphic Statistical Methods Division 
via e-mail at <dsmd.source.and 
.accuracy@census.gov>. 

MORE INFORMATION

Detailed tabulations with character-
istics of households, children, and 
adults by computer presence in the 
home, computer use, Internet use, 
and other variables are available on 
the Internet at the Census Bureau’s 
Web site <www.census.gov>.  Once 
on the site, in the “Subjects A-Z” 
area, click on “C,” and then on 
“Computer Use and Ownership.”  

CONTACT   

For additional information on  
these topics, contact Jessica Davis, 
Education and Social Stratification 
Branch, 301-763-2464 or via e-mail  
at <Jessica.W.Davis@census.gov>.

USER COMMENTS 

The Census Bureau welcomes the 
comments and advice of data and 
report users. If you have any  
suggestions or comments,  
please write to:

Chief, Population Division 
U.S. Census Bureau 
Washington, DC 20233-8800 

or send e-mail to:  
pop@census.gov
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