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Abstract: What can be learned from an analysis of Canadian household Internet
adoption patterns? Households headed by lower-income, less-educated, or older
Canadians have Internet adoption rates well below the Canadian average. In con-
trast, households with heads who are highly educated, earn above average
incomes, or are younger than 55 are adopting the Internet at rates well above the
average. In the simplest of terms, privileged Canadians are online, while their
less-privileged compatriots are not. What is most surprising about these findings
is that very little notice has been given to them, although Internet adoption data
have been available for many years.

Résumé : Quelles conclusions peut-on tirer de l’analyse des tendances cana-
diennes d’adoption d’Internet à la maison? Les résultats démontrent que les
familles avec des chefs peu instruits, d’une faible revenue et d’un âge élevé, sont
plus lents d’adopter Internet. Par contre, dans les ménages dont les chefs ont une
bonne éducation, recoivent des revenues au-dessus de la moyenne canadienne ou
ont moins de 55 ans, l’Internet est adopté à une vitesse plus rapide que la
moyenne du pays. Autrement dit, les canadiens privilégiés sont en ligne, tandis
que leurs compatriotes moins chanceux ne le sont pas. C’est surprenant que ces
conclusions n’aient soulevé qu’une faible attention bien que les donées concer-
nant le phénomène d’adoption d’Internet soient disponibles depuis plusieurs
années. 
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Introduction
Canadians have been using the Internet for more than 10 years (CA*net Institute,
2001), yet there is little academic research that explores Canadian Internet adop-
tion data. This paper poses a simple question: What can be learned from an anal-
ysis of Canadian household Internet adoption patterns? Drawing on Statistics
Canada’s Household Internet Use Survey data, the paper argues that the much-
promoted view of Canada as one of the world’s most “connected” countries masks
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unequal Internet adoption patterns. The data presented here illustrate that house-
holds headed by lower-income, less-educated, or older Canadians have Internet
adoption rates well below the Canadian average. In contrast, households with
heads who are highly educated, earn above-average incomes, or are younger than
55 are adopting the Internet at rates well above the average. The paper explores
this uneven access in the context of the federal government’s “Connecting Cana-
dians” agenda and illustrates the large disconnect between initiatives to move gov-
ernment services online and the ability of citizens, especially elderly, poor, and
less-educated ones, to participate in this online environment. The discussion
section considers whether this uneven access is a problem, what the impacts of
being disconnected are, whether the current “digital divides” can be bridged, and
what actions should be taken in response to uneven household Internet access in
Canada. The objectives of the paper are to present data that raise awareness of this
situation, to provide the basis for further dialogue, and to motivate further
research in this area.

Setting the context: Connecting citizens to government
Since the mid-1990s, the government of Canada has been promoting its vision of
a “Connected Canada.” In 1994, the government announced the creation of an
information highway strategy (Canada, 1994), establishing the Information
Highway Advisory Council (IHAC) with a vision of linking Canadians to cultural
products, entertainment, business, and social services (Industry Canada, 1994).

In its 1996 report, IHAC recommended that measures be taken to “ensure
affordable access by all Canadians to essential communications services” (Infor-
mation Highway Advisory Council, 1996, p. 24). In 1999, the government of
Canada announced its intent to further develop and promote access and connect-
edness (via the Internet), so as to “build new linkages between citizens and gov-
ernment” (Manley, 1999a, n.p.).1

The now-defunct “Connecting Canadians” initiative supported programs to
connect schools, voluntary organizations, and communities to each other and to
the Internet (Manley, 1999a; Manley, 1999b). In 2001, the National Broadband
Task Force recommended that high-speed Internet connectivity be made available
to all Canadians by 2004 (National Broadband Task Force, 2001), and programs
were established to encourage the development of broadband infrastructure in
underserved areas (Industry Canada, 2005a; 2005b).2 Although universal broad-
band access has not yet been achieved, current Industry Minister David Emerson
explains that “[u]nder the umbrella of our Connecting Canadians program, the
government has taken steps to make sure Canadians from all communities and
regions are able to participate in the modern economy” (Emerson, 2004, n.p.).

A competitive Internet service provider market (Canadian Association of
Internet Providers, 2003), coupled with government initiatives to encourage the
development of Internet access infrastructure, have ensured that the majority of
Canadians do have the opportunity to access an affordable Internet connection
from home. It is noted that there are many rural and remote communities where
access is limited or unavailable (Canadian Research Alliance for Community
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Innovation and Networking, 2005), but for most Canadians, home Internet access,
if they want it, is available on a commercial basis.

Over the past decade, as more and more citizens around the world have
become Internet users, governments have developed strategies to move many gov-
ernment services online (Division for Public Administration and Development
Management, 2004; Lee, Tan, & Trimi, 2005). Often described as part of the
development of an information society or knowledge-based economy, the devel-
opment of electronic, or “e-government,” services has been motivated by expecta-
tions of improved service delivery (ideally at a reduced cost), increased
interaction between citizens and governments, and opportunities for enhancing
democracy (Intergovernmental Advisory Board, 2003).

In the Canadian context, the development of effective e-government has been
positioned as an integral part of the broader agenda for connecting Canadians
(Longford, 2004). The Canadian government wants “to be known around the
world as the government most connected to its citizens, with Canadians able to
access all government information and services on-line at the time and place of
their choosing” (Canada, 1999, n.p.). To further this objective, in 2001 the Trea-
sury Board established the Government On-Line Advisory Panel. The advisory
panel’s recommendations (Government On-Line Advisory Panel, 2002; 2003)
focused on the development of user-centric, service-focused, flexible mechanisms
that would allow citizens access to services through the channel of their choice.
The panel recommended that:

all federal government services are accessible through a single service
“window” that may be opened on-line, over the phone, in person, or through
the mail, and that clients have access to similar information at comparable
levels of quality, regardless of the channel chosen. (Government On-Line
Advisory Panel, 2003, p. 33)

There is no doubt that the Canadian government believes that connecting its
citizens to the knowledge-based economy (by means of the Internet) is vital to
future economic and social prosperity:

Connectedness is about our vision of the Canadian society we want in the 21st
century—one with a strong, dynamic, competitive economy, and a strong life-
long-learning culture, but also one that uses connectedness to promote social
cohesion, cultural expression and to build new linkages between citizens and
government. (Manley, 1999b)

And although the government has expressed a desire to be at the leading edge
in achieving connectedness, it can be argued that the approach it has taken has
been carefully considered and measured. Over the past decade, the government
has established many programs to enable connectivity among its citizens, and it
has earned its place among the most connected countries in the world. With an
estimated 63.01 Internet users per 100 inhabitants, Canada ranked ninth in the
world in 2004 (International Telecommunication Union, 2005a), up one position
from 2003 (International Telecommunication Union, 2004). (In comparison, New
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Zealand had the highest estimated Internet usage, with 81.95 users per 100 inhab-
itants in 2004.3)

As the majority of Canadians are now Internet users, it would appear that the
Government On-Line (GOL) strategy is an appropriate one. Indeed, Industry
Canada considers the Connecting Canadians program a “great success,” citing
repeated first-place rankings in Accenture Consulting’s annual report on online
government services and offering examples of VolNet, SchoolNet, the Commu-
nity Access Program (CAP), and Smart Communities as proof that Canadians are
connecting to business, community, and government (Binder, 2004). The GOL
report (Canada, 2005) documents extensive usage of information and transac-
tional services offered through various government departments’ electronic
delivery channels.

A person who does not have Internet access can interact with the federal gov-
ernment by telephone, by mail, or in person (Canada, 2005). There is a semblance
of equity here, and it is implied that Canadians who do not access the Internet are
at no disadvantage. But as the GOL report notes, there are efforts to move users
away from the offline channels toward the online ones:

The GOL Initiative is currently developing a strategy to ensure on-line services
are more widely used. As part of this strategy, we will ensure that Canadians
are better informed of what services are available on-line and encourage them
to take advantage of the speed, convenience and lower cost of doing business
with government electronically. Take-up is also linked to migrating citizens
from traditional service channels such as the telephone, mail or in-person
service to the electronic channel. (Canada, 2005, n.p.)

Allen, Juillet, Paquet, & Roy (2001) observe that the logical end result of
making all government services available online is that “many of the transactions
now requiring mail, phone or face-to-face processes will be digitized—taking
place over the Internet” (p. 95).

Governments are becoming heavily invested in information technologies
($880 million has been allocated to the Canadian Government On-Line initiative
as of January 2005; see Canada, 2005, Appendix A), and it seems highly unlikely
that there will be any retreat from the push to move more and more citizen-gov-
ernment interactions online.

Furthermore, there is a shared belief among the developers of e-government
services around the world that online-delivery platforms are superior to offline
ones, offering economic and social empowerment and opportunity through
improved access to information and knowledge (Division for Public Administra-
tion and Development Management, 2004).4 So while governments may continue
to offer services offline, they consider them to be inferior to those that can be
delivered through an online platform.

In summary then, while the Canadian government pays lip service to multiple
channels of service delivery and meeting citizens’ or clients’5 needs, it seems that
over time these commitments to offline service provision will erode in the inter-
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ests of improved efficiencies and better service delivery online. The recommenda-
tion to:

put the client first, and to focus organizational resources on identifying and
serving the specific needs of individual clients or groups of clients as effi-
ciently and effectively as possible, while taking maximum advantage of the
transformative potential of ICTs (Government On-Line Advisory Panel, 2003,
p. 11)

is inherently contradictory for those “clients” who are not convinced of the “trans-
formative potential” of information and communication technologies.

There is a strong theme of technological determinism that underlies e-govern-
ment initiatives, as well as the broader movements toward knowledge-based econ-
omies. As the United Nations’ e-government readiness report states, “The new
imperative of development is to employ ICT applications across the board for cre-
ation of economic opportunities and human development” (Division for Public
Administration and Development Management, 2004, p. ix). The report indicates
a path from “Access to Information to Knowledge to Opportunity.” While this
technologically deterministic approach may sit uneasily with many, it is reason-
able to suggest that this is the path being developed and promoted by governments
around the world. As such, it is important to understand the extent to which citi-
zens are able to take the first step toward accessing services through information
and communications technologies.

Internet adoption by Canadians
The discussion above demonstrates the importance governments are placing on
citizen access to the information society. One measure of such access is found in
Internet adoption data.6 The purpose of this paper is to provide an overview of
Canadian household Internet adoption data in order to understand the extent to
which Canadians are able to participate in the knowledge economy that is deemed
so essential by government.

There are three primary sources of Internet usage data in Canada: i) private
consulting firms; ii) academic research; and iii) Statistics Canada. Consulting
firms have been surveying Canadians about their Internet usage for more than 10
years. Their reports include the Canadian Inter@ctive Reid Report (Ipsos Canada,
2005), the Face of the Web study (Ipsos Insight, 2005), the Dual Digital Divide
series (EKOS Research Associates Inc, 2004; Reddick & Boucher, 2002; Red-
dick, Boucher, & Groseilliers, 2000; 2001), the Internet Planner study
(ACNielsen Canada, 2004), and an annual report on Internet service providers in
Canada (NBI/Michael Sone Associates, 2005). Canadian businesses also conduct
detailed research (on their own or with the assistance of private consulting firms)
to understand potential demand for online services and to identify target markets
of Internet users. This research is generally proprietary, such that most academic
researchers’ access to the data is limited to what is made public in press releases.

The Canadian Internet Project (Zamaria, Caron, & Fletcher, 2005), the Cana-
dian academic partner of the World Internet Project (Center for the Digital Future,
2005), conducted its first study of individual Canadian Internet users in 2004, and
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it plans to continue surveying Canadians on their Internet usage (or non-usage)
patterns every second year.7 In addition to this large-scale data-collection effort,
there are many other projects conducted by academics across Canada that explore
aspects of Canadians’ Internet usage. One recent example is Bakardjieva’s (2005)
book on the Internet in everyday life. Given this paper’s focus on macro-level
analysis of Canadian household Internet adoption data, these projects are not
described here.8

For academic researchers, the most comprehensive, accessible source of
Canadian Internet usage data is Statistics Canada (2005). The Household Internet
Use Survey (HIUS) was conducted annually from 1997 to 2003 (Statistics
Canada, 2003b). The survey was not conducted in 2004, and it will be replaced in
2005 by the Canadian Internet Use Survey (CIUS) (Treasury Board of Canada
Secretariat, 2005), a survey that collects data on individual Canadians’ Internet
usage.9 Individual level data are also available from the 2000 General Social
Survey (GSS) (Statistics Canada, 2000). Research based on these data is dis-
cussed below. Other relevant surveys include the Survey of Electronic Commerce
and Technology (Statistics Canada, 2004b) and the Survey of Internet Service
Providers (Statistics Canada, 2003a), but these are not within the scope of this
paper.

Literature on household Internet adoption in Canada
When reviewing the literature on household Internet adoption in Canada, it is
striking how little work has been done examining broad trends over an extended
time period. We are aware of no published research that considers the 2003 HIUS
data set, nor of any work that studies year-over-year trends in the HIUS data. Most
of the work in this area was published between 1999 and 2002 and draws on the
1997 through 2000 HIUS data sets or the 2000 General Social Survey. The litera-
ture provides insights on determinants of Internet usage at the individual and
household level and explores the characteristics of non-users. The findings show
consistency in adoption and non-adoption patterns over the 1997-2000 period.
Specifically, it is observed that four factors strongly influenced whether a house-
hold had Internet access or not: household income; age of the head of the house-
hold (with younger households more likely to use the Internet than older
households); education level of the head of household; and family type (e.g., chil-
dren or no children) (Dickinson & Ellison, 1999a; 1999b, reporting on 1997 and
1998 data). Singh (2004) confirms these determinants of Internet usage persist in
the 1999 and 2000 data, also noting that rural Canadians were less likely to use the
Internet than those who lived in urban regions.

The General Social Survey data was used as a basis for articles on topics such
as “Internet Use on the Cusp of the 21st Century” (Crompton, 2001), allowing for
the investigation of determinants of Internet usage at an individual level. While
the GSS and HIUS surveys are not directly comparable, there are many similari-
ties in the findings. For instance, Rotermann (2001) shows that the “most con-
nected” Canadians are the youngest included in the survey, individuals aged 15-
17. Silver (2001a; 2001b) examines Internet usage by senior citizens, noting that
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in comparison with younger Canadians, seniors are far less likely to use the
Internet, but also observing that seniors make up the fastest growing group of
Internet users.

Crowley (2002) makes use of studies by consulting firms ACNielsen, Angus
Reid Group, Environics, and Ipsos-Reid to supplement the findings of the HIUS
and GSS surveys, and confirms the importance of age, education, income, and
family type as determinants of Internet access. Crowley also notes that non-users
face barriers related to the cost of Internet access, skill in using the Internet, loca-
tion of access, and interest. Dryburgh (2001), using the 2000 GSS data, reports
that the biggest barrier for non-users is cost, particularly among younger Cana-
dians. Higher-income non-users cite lack of time as their biggest barrier to
Internet adoption. Younger non-users are more interested in using the Internet
than older non-users.

In addition to users and non-users, there are “dropouts,” people who used the
Internet at one point, but were not users when surveyed by the GSS or HIUS.
Crompton, Stevenson, & Ellison (2002) explore 2000 HIUS data pertaining to
Internet “dropouts.” Although Internet dropouts make up a relatively small pro-
portion of the population, their behaviour demonstrates that Internet adoption can
be transitory. The primary reasons that people dropped out of Internet usage were
that they had no need for it or that the cost had become prohibitive. Less than 30%
of dropouts expected to start using the Internet again in the next year.

Reddick & Boucher’s (2002) report on the disparities among Canadian
Internet users synthesizes their findings from two earlier studies (Reddick,
Boucher, & Groseilliers, 2000; 2001). This research is based on data collected by
EKOS Research Associates in their Rethinking the Information Highway and
Information Highway and Canadian Communication Household studies. Consis-
tent with the findings of the HIUS and GSS data, they note that cost of access and
limited technical literacy are barriers to Internet adoption and are determinants of
the digital divide between Internet “haves” and “have-nots.” Reddick and col-
leagues make the important observation that there are two types of non-users
encapsulated in the notion of the digital divide, described as “near” and “far”
users. The “near” users are people who do want to use the Internet, but do not have
the economic or technical resources necessary to do so. In contrast, “far” users
may have the economic and technical capacity to use the Internet, but they are not
very interested in it. Although some far users are expected to become users over
time, most of them state that they simply do not have a need to access the Internet.

Stevenson (2002) and Hirji (2004) look beyond the question of Internet adop-
tion to assess Internet users’ access to online health information. Stevenson exam-
ines the GSS and 1997 through 2000 HIUS data, showing that searching for health
information has become more common over time, with 46% of users doing this in
2000. Hirji moves beyond descriptive reporting of HIUS data, questioning
whether government enthusiasm toward the delivery of online healthcare informa-
tion and services is warranted in an environment where more than 30% of Cana-
dians do not access the Internet. She notes the persistence of economic barriers to
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access and highlights the specific problems in the delivery of health services
caused by low literacy levels and limited technological skills, particularly among
the elderly.

It is surprising that there has not been more work like Hirji’s, exploring the
impacts that age, education, income, or family type have in determining who is
online and then assessing the appropriateness of online communication and
service-delivery mechanisms. In the section that follows, data are presented to
show some differences between user and non-user households, and to explore the
stated reasons that households become Internet dropouts. These data can be used
as the basis for an assessment of how well an information society fits the needs of
various groups of Canadians.

Household Internet use survey data
This section uses five years of Statistics Canada Household Internet Use Survey
data (Statistics Canada, 2003b)10 to demonstrate the characteristics of Canadian
households that have not adopted the Internet. It is important to understand that
these data report on Internet usage by households, not by individuals. Throughout
this section, the terms “Internet user,” “non-user,” and “dropout” refer to house-
holds, not individuals (i.e., Internet user households, non-user households, and
dropout households). The unit of analysis presents some limitations in terms of
discussion of user demographics. As Fred Gault, the Director of the Science,
Innovation and Electronic Information division at Statistics Canada notes, “while
households can have an income, they cannot have an education or a sex” (Gault &
Peterson, 2003, p. 50). Survey respondents answered questions based on Internet
usage patterns by any member of the household, but certain variables record data
for the head of the household. As a result, it is not possible to conduct analysis on
gender using these data.11 The age variable refers to the age of the head of the
household, which does not indicate the age of the household member(s) actually
using the Internet; the same is true of the education-level variable.

Internet adoption within Canadian households has been increasing fairly
steadily over the past five years, as shown in Figure 1 (depicting the percentage of
Canadian households in each category). Home use of the Internet is lower than
overall usage, as some people who access the Internet at work, school, or other
locations do not have a home Internet connection. Non-user households have
never accessed the Internet. The graph does not include those households that
have used the Internet in the past but were not using it regularly at the time of the
survey (dropouts). The annual growth-rate figures show the growth in the per-
centage of households using the Internet regularly from home.

An analysis of Figure 1 alone would indicate that Internet adoption by Cana-
dian households is proceeding in predictable ways. The number of households
with regular Internet users, from home and from other locations, is increasing
steadily, with the number of non-user households declining in step. The growth
rate has slowed from its 2000 peak, but adoption continues on an upward trajectory.

Further analysis of these data, however, show the Internet adoption patterns in
quite a different light. As has been noted in earlier research on Canadian Internet
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adoption, and as is consistent with other research on the digital divide (see Rice,
2002 for a review of literature in this area), adoption of the Internet varies widely
on the basis of age, education, income, and family type. Focusing on non-users,
Table 1 makes these differences in Canadian household adoption patterns abun-
dantly clear. The top line, “Non-user households,” shows the percentage of non-
user households reported in each year across all household types. In each section
of the chart, the differences in household adoption patterns within the variables of
interest are indicated. For example, although on average, fewer than 30% of Cana-
dian households were not using the Internet in 2003, more than 70% of house-
holds headed by someone over age 65 were not Internet users. More than 60% of
households headed by someone with less than high school education were not
using the Internet, compared with fewer than 10% of those with university edu-
cated heads. More than 50% of households in the lowest income quartile were not
Internet users, nor were more than 50% of the households composed of just one
person. The “% in population” column shows the relative size of each observed
group. For example, households headed by someone over 65 years of age made up
approximately 20% to 21% of the total number of households throughout the five-
year period. 

Over the five-year period of interest here, the number of non-user households
with a computer in the household increased only slightly, from 23.4% in 1999 to
almost 25% in 2003.14 These non-user households are of special interest, because
they have the technology needed to access the Internet. Figure 2 demonstrates that
their reasons for not using the Internet were complex. It does not appear that skill

Figure 1: Internet users and non-users12
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level was a large concern, with only approximately 5% of non-user households
with computers indicating using the Internet was “too hard” in each of the five
years. Accessibility (a variable that indicates households that could not access the
Internet due to being in a remote location) was also not seen as a general problem.
Time constraints for non-users appear to have lessened over the years. Cost
remained an important barrier to more than 20% of the non-user population. The
most frequently reported reasons for not using the Internet were that users do not
need or are not interested in it.

“Dropout” households are no longer using the Internet, but did use it at some
point more than a year prior to the survey. In 2003, approximately 6.5% of all
households were Internet dropouts. Like the non-user households, dropout house-
holds had various reasons for no longer using the Internet. As shown in Figure 3,
for many households, no longer having access to a computer was a reason for
dropping out. Over time, it appears that fewer people were dropping out because

Table 1:  Household Internet non-adopters by age, 
education, income, and family type13

1999
(%)

2000
(%)

2001
(%)

2002
(%)

2003
(%)

% in 
population

Non-user Households 51.23 41.66 32.28 31.01 29.22

Age of Household Head

65+ years 87.80 83.47 76.88 74.11 71.28 20-21

55-64 years 62.32 51.38 40.65 35.95 33.24 14-15

45-54 years 39.14 28.91 19.92 19.44 16.76 21-22

35-44 years 35.07 24.27 16.38 15.79 13.36 22-24

25-34 years 36.69 23.78 13.69 13.47 10.65 14-15

15-24 years 33.22 19.34 8.41 12.03 10.58 4

Education of Household Head

Less than high school 78.88 71.92 63.33 61.88 62.07 22-27

High school / college 46.65 36.30 26.38 25.88 23.22 55-57

University degree 21.88 16.37 10.19 9.61 8.94 17-19

Household Income

Lowest Quartile 74.98 69.56 59.62 57.92 57.11 25

Second Quartile 63.73 48.91 38.91 39.85 35.09 25

Third Quartile 43.80 31.22 22.28 18.34 18.36 25

Highest Quartile 22.51 16.94 8.32 7.93 6.33 25

Family Type

One person hhlds 72.33 65.93 56.18 54.88 52.95 23-25

Family no child 55.39 46.97 37.20 33.85 31.34 36-38

Multi-family 34.79 25.78 17.16 16.51 19.11 4-5

Family and child 32.22 20.77 11.93 11.66 9.33 32-33
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they did not need the Internet, but the cost of Internet access was a persistent
concern for these households.

The data in Figure 2 and Figure 3 support the concept of a dual digital divide.
Some dropouts and households that have never used the Internet indicate that the
monetary cost of using the Internet is a concern, consistent with Reddick &
Boucher’s (2002) “near” users. In contrast, some dropouts and non-users also
indicated that they had no interest or no need for using the Internet, consistent
with the “far” user group.

The apparent existence of two types of non-users among Canadian house-
holds also explains the difficulty in predicting Internet non-users. Logistic regres-
sion conducted on the HIUS data shows that family type, labour force status of the
head of household, age of the head of household, education level of the head of
household, and household income can be used to predict households that use the
Internet from home in a typical month. As the data in Table 1 show, this is not sur-
prising, and it is consistent with much other research on determinants of Internet
access. What is interesting, however, is that the same variables are not as effective
at predicting which households do not use the Internet. For example, a logistic
regression conducted on the 2003 HIUS data can accurately classify 91.6% of
households using the Internet, but only accurately classifies 67.3% of the non-
user households. It is suggested that “near” users can be identified based on the
demographic and socioeconomic factors above. For “far” users, however, the

Figure 2: Non-users: Reasons for not using the Internet15
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determinants of Internet access are based on interest and need, rather than demo-
graphic or economic factors. The far users represent a group of households that
share the basic characteristics (e.g., income, education) of Internet user house-
holds but choose not to adopt the Internet. In contrast, the near users are those who
would like to adopt the Internet but are limited by economic factors. Recognizing
the differences between the near and far users is critical in any effort to understand
and respond to Canadian Internet adoption data.

Figure 3: Dropouts: Reasons for no longer using the Internet16 

Discussion
The data presented here illustrate that households headed by lower-income, less-
educated, or older Canadians have Internet adoption rates well below the Cana-
dian average. In contrast, households with heads who are highly educated, earn
above-average incomes, or are younger than 55 are adopting the Internet at rates
well above the average. In the simplest of terms, privileged Canadians are online,
while their less-privileged compatriots are not.17 Although Sciadas (2002) argues
that the Internet digital divide in Canada is narrowing, the more recent data show
that the gaps between haves and have-nots are still pronounced. Without data for
2004, it is difficult to know what the current situation is, but based on the trend
over the previous five years, it is highly likely that the differences in household
Internet adoption patterns based on age, family type, income, and education will
persist, even as overall adoption rates in each category slowly increase.

This paper began by showing that the Canadian government’s efforts to create
and sustain a knowledge-based economy are moving us to an online environment
for interacting with government. With rationales couched in terms of increased
participation in the information society, improved access to government, and new
opportunities for democratic participation, the assumption is that as world leaders
in connectivity, Canadians are ready to embrace the Internet. While it is certainly
the case that many Canadians are highly connected and completely comfortable
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searching for information and conducting transactions online, it is equally true
that some Canadians have never used the Internet and are completely unprepared
to adopt it for any purpose. This finding raises many questions that are worthy of
further research.

Question 1: Is there really a problem here?
At first glance, it seems clear that the fact that the Canadians who are not online
are those who are living alone, older, or disadvantaged by education or income
represents a failure of our social systems to provide equal access to the informa-
tion society. It is reasonable to conclude that despite the government fanfare pro-
moting its success in “Connecting Canadians,” it has failed to reach older and/or
disadvantaged segments of society. But it is also important to question the real
impacts of being disconnected by challenging the rhetoric that promotes the value
of the information society.

There has been limited public discussion about whether the relentless push
toward the Internet and online service delivery is appropriate, or whether it is nec-
essary for all Canadians to participate in it. Moll and Shade’s two books, pub-
lished by the Canadian Centre for Policy Alternatives (Moll & Shade, 2001;
2004), provide a strong Canadian grounding for such discussion, showing how
public needs have often been overlooked by corporate interests in the development
of the knowledge economy in Canada.

If the information society is not delivering on its promises, perhaps being dis-
connected from it is a good thing. At an individual household level, it is quite pos-
sible that being connected to government services would not provide the promised
benefits of convenience and service improvement. The households that are not
connected now are headed by people who are older and/or less educated than
those heading households that are online. Given their expected technical and
general literacy skills, the online environment could prove to be a highly intimi-
dating place, and the offline service channels could be much more useful and
accessible.

However, given the move to online interaction with citizens, we believe that it
is extremely important for all Canadians to have an equal opportunity to partici-
pate in the information society. It is also important for Canadians to be able to
choose not to participate, if it is not beneficial for them.

Question 2: What are the impacts of being disconnected?
Hirji (2004) provides an excellent discussion showing how individual Canadians
are disenfranchised as more and more health information is moved into the online
environment. It is noted that one of the priorities for Government On-Line’s
agenda was to transform pension, health care, and old age security services to
respond to anticipated increases in demand from an aging population (Govern-
ment On-Line Advisory Panel, 2003), yet this seems like precisely the wrong
target for online service delivery, based on the data presented here.

Being disconnected means that citizens cannot access online resources
related to health, education, and jobs, nor can they partake in the entertainment or
commerce services available online. It is noted that some non-users actually use
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the Internet by proxy, having someone they know use the Internet on their behalf
(Selwyn, Gorard, & Furlong, 2005). Others rely on friends who use the Internet to
provide the information they are looking for (Kayahara & Wellman, in press).
While these approaches are somewhat effective in mitigating the impacts of being
a non-user, they deny non-users anonymity and freedom in their Internet activi-
ties. As Hirji (2004) notes, this is of particular concern in health care related
issues.

Question 3: Can the current divides be bridged? How?
The current government agenda seems to assume that the end goal is for all Cana-
dians to be connected. Yet on a global basis, there is no real understanding of what
“full” Internet adoption might look like. Recent evidence, however, suggests that
unlike devices such as telephones or even televisions, the Internet (at least in its
current form) will not reach near-universal penetration rates. Data from the
United States (Rainie & Horrigan, 2005), U.K. (Selwyn, Gorard, & Furlong,
2005), and Korea (International Telecommunication Union, 2005a; Organisation
for Economic Co-operation and Development, 2005a) indicate that growth in
Internet adoption in these countries appears to be stalling. For instance, in the
U.S., Internet adoption rates have been estimated at 60% to 70% of the population
for several years (Rainie & Bell, 2004; UCLA Center for Communication Policy,
2003). In developed countries, Internet adoption is constrained by demand, not by
supply.

The feasibility of achieving near-universal Internet adoption is not known.
But if this is the desired goal, it is not clear what actions would be necessary to
achieve it. One of the challenges in encouraging people to adopt the Internet is
overcoming the “lack of interest” barrier among far users. Perhaps the far users
will be forced online as the government retreats from multiple channels for
service delivery. But without compelling reasons for going online, the far users
appear quite content to remain disconnected. Is there any reason that they must
become connected?

A different set of questions arises for the near users who lack the resources to
go online. What are the basic standards of Internet access? Should Internet access
be regulated as a universal service, like the telephone? Is it sufficient to provide
Internet access at community access points (which, as Gurstein [2004] and
Rideout & Reddick [2005] note, are disappearing in Canada), or should it be a
basic right for all Canadians to access the Internet from their homes? How might
expectations change as access devices and platforms change? How should public-
and private-sector involvement in providing access be managed? What is the role
for citizen- and community-based initiatives? These questions are not new, but
they have yet to be satisfactorily answered in light of current understandings of the
Canadian Internet access landscape. As Clement, Moll, & Shade (2001) note,
much discussion and activist effort to improve access strategies took place before
the extent of the current inequities was evident.
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Question 4: What should be done about the Canadian digital divide? By whom?
In addition to thinking about how the digital divides can be bridged, there is a
more fundamental question about who should be taking action to ensure that the
divides are recognized. Assuming that a convincing case has been made that there
is a problem here, it is our job as researchers to gain a better understanding of the
extent of the problem. Our work can provide the disconnected with the data they
need to demonstrate the enormous inequities that exist at present, making a clear
case that the Connecting Canadians program has in fact failed to connect many
Canadian households. Champions are needed to make changes,18 and they could
work with existing public-interest groups to reduce the disparities in Internet
access among Canadian households.

Conclusions and future research
This paper presents data describing the characteristics of Canadian households
that are Internet non-users (i.e., they do not have a person in the household who
regularly uses the Internet from home). It also presents data showing the reasons
that non-user and dropout households do not access the Internet. The data support
the notion of a dual digital divide. There are households that appear to have the
educational, age, family type, or income characteristics that would allow them to
adopt the Internet but have chosen not to do so, generally because of a lack of need
for or interest in what the Internet offers. Other households indicate an interest in
adopting the Internet but face barriers of income or literacy. The results them-
selves are not surprising. As has been widely reported in studies of Internet adop-
tion around the world, age, education level, family type, and income are
determinants of Internet adoption. What are somewhat surprising are the differ-
ences that exist in adoption rates within each category. It is also surprising that
very little academic mention has been made of such differences.

This paper only scratches the surface of Canadian Internet adoption data. It
highlights inequities in access and discusses some implications of these findings.
There are many other questions to be asked about Canadian Internet adoption and
usage. The HIUS data allow for analysis of intensity and scope of usage, and
much can be learned from conducting detailed subgroup analysis. This paper has
not discussed any regional differences in Internet adoption patterns, nor has it
considered what people are actually doing when they are online. To fully under-
stand the extent to which Canadians are prepared (or willing) to engage in the
information society, a fuller understanding of their usage is required, and it can be
garnered from further analysis of these data. There is also a need for analysis
based on individual, rather than household, data. This will be possible with the
CIUS survey and with the Canadian Internet Project data (Zamaria, Caron, &
Fletcher, 2005). There are many important issues here, and further analysis of the
HIUS and analysis of the new CIUS survey can provide important insights to inform
policymakers and organizations that use the Internet to engage with Canadians.
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Notes
1. Where no page numbers are provided, the document was accessed electronically in a non-pagi-

nated format.

2. For more detail on Canadian federal policies and programs promoting Internet access, see Bodnar,
Moll, & Shade’s (2005) Information and Communications Technology (ICT) Road Map: Cana-
dian Policy Grid. Critiques of the ICT policymaking environment are provided by Birdsall (1999),
Clement, Moll, & Shade (2001), and Walters (2001), among others.

3. International statistics on Internet adoption are gathered by the ITU (2005b) and the OECD
(2005b). It is noted that methods of measuring Internet uptake (e.g., households vs. individuals)
and data sources vary, making it difficult to compare data from different sources (e.g., national sta-
tistics agencies like Statistics Canada).

4. Such statements should not go unchallenged. It is beyond the scope of this paper to offer a critique
of the knowledge-based economy and related discussions of e-governance. It is noted that the dis-
course is rife with assertions of benefits (Rooney, 2005), but offers scant evidence to support such
assertions. Barney (2005), Chadwick & May (2003), Fountain (2001a), Gutstein (1999), and
Longford (2004) offer alternative perspectives.

5. There is a disturbing use of business terminology in documents promoting e-government. Citizens
are described as customers or clients, indicating a changed understanding of the government-
citizen relationship. Fountain (2001b) explores the perils of this approach.

6. It is important to note that adoption data simply shows whether a person has used the Internet. It
provides no measure of usage behaviours, and it does not differentiate between someone who has
used the Internet once or twice and someone who uses the Internet for many hours every day. The
value in studying adoption data in this context is that adoption is a necessary first step for
“joining” the information society. Adoption alone does not ensure that a person can take advan-
tage of online services, for example, but non-adoption does mean that the person cannot use such
services.

7. The 2004 data were released just prior to the revision of this paper in late 2005, and although the
results are relevant to this paper, there was insufficient time to incorporate them here. These data
provide valuable insights on individual Internet adoption behaviours. Collected in 2004, they
provide a bridge between Statistics Canada’s 2003 household survey data and the forthcoming
2005 individual survey data.

8. The first author is maintaining a list of Canadian Internet research projects at URL: http://
www.broadbandresearch.ca and welcomes additions to the list.

9. Data from the 2005 survey are expected to be released in the summer of 2006.

10. The analysis presented in this paper is based on Statistics Canada microdata, which contains ano-
nymized data collected in the 1999, 2000, 2001, 2002, and 2003 Household Internet Use Surveys.
All computations on these microdata were prepared by the authors, and the responsibility for the
use and interpretation of these data is entirely that of the authors.

11. As a survey of household Internet usage, the HIUS did not collect data on individuals within
households. Some data is reported for the “head of the household,” defined in this survey as the
husband where the family type is a married couple, and as the eldest person in the household
“where relationships are other than husband-wife or parent-child” (Statistics Canada, 2004a).
There are two issues of concern here. As a reviewer noted, this definition of head of household is
archaic. This is an important issue, but addressing it is well beyond the scope of this paper. More
important for this paper is the resulting fact that throughout the seven-year history of the HIUS, no
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data are available on the gendered aspects of Internet adoption. Gault & Peterson (2003) explain
that data on computer adoption in Canada has been measured on a household basis since 1986 and
note that the HIUS survey evolved from these previous measures of computer adoption. We are
unaware of any published critique of the lack of individual adoption data or of the limitations that
a household approach to data-collection imposes. As Gault & McDaniel explain, “Statistics
Canada surveys from which these data come respond to needs identified by the public and the
policy communities” (2002, n.p.), thus arguing that it is the role of the public and of researchers to
challenge the assumptions on which the data are collected.

12. HIUS data: Non-Users: GU_Q02 = No; Regular use from any location: GU_Q03 = Yes; Regular
use from home: LU_Q02 = Yes. Note that “regular use from home” is a subset of “regular use from
any location.” The growth rates show the year-over-year change in the percentage of households
with regular Internet users. Growth rates calculated on the number of households with regular
Internet users are higher, as they reflect growth in the number of households, in addition to growth
in Internet adoption by households.

13. HIUS data: Non-Users: GU_Q02 = No; Age = HAGE2; Education = HEDUCL; Income = Quar-
tile; and Family Type = FAMTYPE.

14. PC (computer) at home: NU_Q03 = Yes.

15. Reasons non-user households with computers at home do not use the Internet: NU_Q04. (Respon-
dents could select multiple reasons.) Responses to NU_Q04_05 (no need) and NU_Q04_13 (no
interest) have been combined.

16. Dropouts are households that have used the Internet in a typical month in the past, but have not
used the Internet in the twelve months prior to the survey. Reasons for no longer using the Internet:
GU_Q09. (Respondents could select multiple reasons.)

17. The data do not allow conclusions to be drawn based on gender, but to the extent that gender is cor-
related with the variables discussed here, it would be expected that there would be gender differ-
ences in Internet adoption.

18. It is disconcerting to note that many of the public-interest groups engaged in telecommunication
and information policy in the early information highway days (Clement, Moll, & Shade, 2001) are
no longer operating. A glance at the submissions to the Telecommunications Policy Review Panel
(2005) shows the dominance of industry respondents and a paucity of representatives of commu-
nities and individuals. 
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