Statistical Bulletin

Internet Access - Households and
Individuals, 2011
Coverage: GB
Date: 31 August 2011
Geographical Area: Country
Theme: People and Places

Key points
•

45 per cent of Internet users used a mobile phone to connect to the Internet.

•

6 million people accessed the Internet over their mobile phone for the first time in the previous 12
months.

•

The use of wireless hotspots almost doubled in the last 12 months to 4.9 million users.

•

21 per cent of Internet users did not believe their skills were sufficient to protect their personal
data.

•

77 per cent of households had Internet access.

Summary
This release looks at how individuals access the Internet and why. It will be useful for those
interested in the Internet and how its use is changing how people live, and communicate. For
example, this bulletin contains information on the extent to which young people communicate via
social networking.
There have been significant changes in the way people connect to the Internet in recent years. In
2011 almost half of Internet users connected to the Internet, using a mobile phone, while away from
the home or office. There were 17.6 million mobile phone Internet users in 2011, representing 45 per
cent of Internet users, compared to 8.5 million users (23 per cent) in 2009.
The use of wireless (wi-fi) hotspots also increased markedly with 4.9 million people using hotspots at
hotels, restaurants, airports etc, compared to 0.7 million people in 2007.
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The results from this bulletin are derived from the National Statistics Opinions survey. Also
released today are quarterly experimental statistics on Internet users and non-users relating to
2011 Q2, derived from the Labour Force Survey (LFS). The LFS is a much larger survey than the
Opinions survey and allows more detailed socio-demographic analysis. Care should be taken when
comparing results from the two releases.

Mobile Internet Connections
There was significant growth in the adoption of mobile Internet technology over the previous 12
months, with an extra 6 million people using their mobile phone to access the Internet than reported
in 2010. The rate of growth in the use of this technology was fastest among those aged 16 to 24,
with Internet use over a mobile phone increasing from 44 per cent to 71 per cent over the previous
12 months. However, there have been notable increases across all age groups.
Since 2009, when the measurement of mobile phone Internet use in this survey began, the number
of women using mobile phones to access the Internet has more than doubled, from 18 per cent of
Internet users to 39 per cent in 2011.
Mobile Internet use via a laptop, tablet or other portable computer also proved popular in 2011, with
38 per cent of Internet users using these mobile devices away from the home or workplace.

Internet users who accessed via a mobile phone, GB, 2011
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Download chart
XLS format
(13.5 Kb)

Wireless Hotspots
There has been significant growth in the use of wireless (wi-fi) hotspots across Great Britain. In
2011, 4.9 million people, or 13 per cent of Internet users, connected to wireless hotspots provided at
restaurants, cafes, hotels, airports etc. The wide availability of these hotspots has encouraged large
growth in use over recent years with a seven fold increase since the 2007 estimate of 0.7 million
people.
People using wireless hotspots, GB, 2011

Download chart
XLS format
(27.5 Kb)

Internet Activities
Social networking proved to be the most popular activity among 16 to 24 year old Internet users in
2011, with 91 per cent saying they took part in social networking on websites such as Facebook or
Twitter. However, this was not an activity limited to the younger age groups, with almost one fifth (18
per cent) of Internet users aged 65 and over indicating that they participated in social networking.
Overall, social networking was more popular among women, at 60 per cent, than men, at 54 per
cent.
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Men were more likely to participate in professional networking over sites such as LinkedIn in 2011,
with 16 per cent of male Internet users having used this online facility compared to just 9 per cent of
women. It was most popular among those aged 25 to 34, with 18 per cent using these sites.
Using the Internet to sell goods or services, for example via auction sites such as eBay, saw large
growth in 2011. Over 12 million people, at 31 per cent of Internet users, sold goods or services
online, compared to 7.9 million (21 per cent) in 2010. Just under half of those aged 25 to 34 (45 per
cent) used the Internet for this activity.
Just over one in five (21 per cent) Internet users made telephone or video calls online in 2011.
This activity is one which is not dominated by a specific age group, with older age groups showing
similar patterns of use to the younger age groups. Of those aged 65 and over, 17 per cent used this
technology, compared to 22 per cent of those under 24.

Internet Purchasing
In 2011, 32 million people (66 per cent of all adults) purchased goods or services over the Internet.
This was an increase from 62 per cent in 2010.
Clothes/sporting goods were the most popular online purchase in 2011, with 46 per cent of Internet
users buying these items. Half of female Internet users (50 per cent) purchased clothes/sporting
goods online in 2011, the most popular purchase by women by some margin.
While clothes/sporting goods were also the most popular purchase by men, at 43 per cent of Internet
users, this was closely followed by films/music at 40 per cent.
Those aged 65 and over were the only age group not to report clothes/sporting goods as the most
popular purchase. Instead, 29 per cent of Internet users in this age group favoured the online
purchase of ‘other travel arrangements’ which includes flights, car hire and other transport tickets.
Holiday accommodation was also popular, with over a quarter (26 per cent) of this group using the
Internet to book this.

Downloads
While downloading (or accessing via websites) continued to increase in 2011 with regard to both
films/music and books/reading material, it was notable that the increase was driven by the older age
groups. Of those people aged 65 and over who purchased films/music, 34 per cent downloaded the
product compared to 20 per cent in 2010. There was also an increase among the oldest age group
downloading books or reading material, at 23 per cent compared to 15 per cent in 2010.

Public Authorities
In 2011, almost a third of Internet users obtained information from public authorities’ websites, at 32
per cent. Over a quarter of Internet users (27 per cent) submitted official forms electronically.
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Internet skills
While many Internet users store and share personal data, one in five Internet users (21 per cent)
said that their current Internet or computer skills were not sufficient to protect their personal data. A
similar proportion (19 per cent) said that their skills were not sufficient to prevent a computer virus.

Household Internet Access
In 2011, 19 million households in Great Britain had an Internet connection. This represented 77 per
cent of households, up from 73 per cent in 2010.
Despite the growth in household Internet connections over recent years, there were still 5.7 million
households which were without an Internet connection. Some householders suggested that specific
barriers were preventing them from investing in a household Internet connection; for example 19
per cent indicated that equipment costs were too high, while 21 per cent stated that lack of skills
prevented them from getting the Internet. However, half of those without a household Internet
connection said they didn’t have one because they “don’t need the Internet”.
Broadband has now almost entirely replaced dial-up Internet, with 93 per cent of Internet connected
households using broadband compared with 84 per cent in 2007. Just 2 per cent of connected
households used dial-up, compared with 16 per cent in 2007. The remainder used only a mobile
Internet connection.

Background notes
1.

Key issues specific to this release
This statistical bulletin shows information about households with access to the Internet and
about individuals’ use of the Internet. The source of this information is the National Statistics
Opinions (Omnibus) Survey. Responses were collected in January, February and March 2011.
The annual release of these estimates began in 2006, replacing more frequent results produced
from smaller samples.
The National Statistics Opinions Survey is a multi-purpose survey developed by the Office for
National Statistics (ONS) for use by government departments, other public bodies, charities
and academics. It provides a fast, cost effective and reliable way of obtaining information on
topics too brief to warrant their own survey. The Opinions Survey is carried out each month on a
random sample of about 1,800 adults, aged 16 and over, living in private households throughout
Great Britain. After accounting for refusals and where no contact can be made, approximately
1,200 interviews are conducted each month. For general information on the National Statistics
Opinions Survey, contact telephone 01633 455810, email opinions@ons.gsi.gov.uk.
Results in this bulletin relate to Great Britain. Northern Ireland has not been sampled since
the 2008 survey, but had been included in the survey estimation process for the 2009 and
2010 results, allowing UK estimates to be provided. Northern Ireland was not included in the
estimation process for 2011, therefore the coverage of the survey has changed in 2011 from
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UK to GB. Estimates relating to earlier years have been reworked to be on a GB basis, to allow
comparability with 2011.
2.

Common pitfalls in interpreting series
The statistics presented in this release should not be confused with the new quarterly
experimental estimates of Internet users and non-users. These are published in a quarterly
article Internet Access - Quarterly update. These estimates are derived from the Labour Force
Survey which has much larger sample than the Opinions survey.
Estimates of numbers of Internet users have not been included in the 2011 bulletin as these are
now included in the new quarterly Internet Access article containing experimental estimates of
Internet users.

3.

Relevance to users
An Internet user is defined as an adult who accessed the Internet in the three months prior to
being interviewed.
References to 2011 in this release relate to data collected in interviews between January
and March 2011. Questions asking about activity in the three months prior to interview could
therefore relate to the period October 2010 to January 2011.
In this release, Internet access estimates relate to households, while Internet usage estimates
relate to individuals, or adults, who are defined as being aged 16 or over.

4.

Accuracy
Revisions to earlier years
Previously published statistics in this series have not been revised.

5.

Sampling variability
The National Statistics Opinions survey is carried out by interviewing a nationally representative
sample of households in Great Britain. About 1,800 households are sampled each month and
estimates are subject to sampling variability, as are those from all sample surveys.
The estimates in the survey relate to Great Britain . As in previous years, the Isles of Scilly and
the Scottish Highlands (North of the Caledonian Canal) and Islands were not sampled but are
included in the estimation.
The confidence interval table shows sampling variabilities for estimates relating to mobile
Internet connections (13.5 Kb Excel sheet). These sampling variability ranges represent ‘95 per
cent confidence intervals’ which means that it is expected that in 95 per cent of samples the
range would contain the true value.
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6.

Response rates
The voluntary nature of the survey means that people who do not wish to take part in the survey
can refuse to do so. The sample is designed to ensure that the results of the survey represent
the population. The risk of the survey not being representative is likely to increase with every
refusal or non-contact with a sampled household (survey non-response). One measure of the
quality of survey results is therefore the response rate.
A response means a household that has answered all applicable questions.
A refusal is a household which refuses to respond to the survey.
A non-contact arises when an address is occupied but where it has not been possible to contact
any member of the household in the collection period.
The response rate for 2011 was 60 per cent, the rate of refusals was 29 per cent and 9 per cent
of the sample could not be contacted.

7.

Calibration
Weights are used in the analysis of the Opinions Survey data, for both households and for
individuals. These weights are derived by calibration, using population estimates for age group
by sex and region. The weights are used to improve the accuracy of results by compensating for
different response rates for different groups and by reducing the random variation in estimates.
For the household analysis, the weights are influenced by the characteristics of all the members
of the household.
As the responses are weighted to population estimates, weighted totals of individuals by age
group, sex and region from the survey are guaranteed to match the fixed population totals.
However, there are no fixed control totals for the numbers of households, and therefore,
estimates relating to households are survey estimates, which are subject to sample variation.

8.

Coherence
ONS’s annual survey of ICT and e-commerce activity of business (109.7 Kb Pdf)provides
information on business use of the Internet and other ICTs

9.

Rounding
Percentages may not sum to 100 or agree with related totals, due to independently rounded
components.

10. Publication policy
These statistics are produced to high professional standards and released according to the
arrangements approved by the UK Statistics Authority.
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Details of the policy governing the release of new data are available from the Media Relations
Office.
You may use or re-use this information (not including logos) free of charge in any format
or medium, under the terms of the Open Government Licence. To view this licence, visit
the National Archives website or write to the Information Policy Team. The National Archives,
Kew, London, TW9 4DU, or email psi@nationalarchives.gsi.giv.uk.
11. National Statistics are produced to high professional standards set out in the Code of Practice
for Official Statistics. They undergo regular quality assurance reviews to ensure that they meet
customer needs They are produced free from any political interference.
© Crown copyright 2011.
12. Details of the policy governing the release of new data are available by visiting
www.statisticsauthority.gov.uk/assessment/code-of-practice/index.html or from the Media
Relations Office email: media.relations@ons.gsi.gov.uk

Copyright
© Crown copyright 2011
You may use or re-use this information (not including logos) free of charge in any format
or medium, under the terms of the Open Government Licence. To view this licence, visit
www.nationalarchives.gov.uk/doc/open-government-licence/ or write to the Information Policy Team,
The National Archives, Kew, London TW9 4DU, or email: psi@nationalarchives.gsi.gov.uk.
This document is also available on our website at www.ons.gov.uk.
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