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Some demographic differences: gender and age

Gender differences: Men have a higher search profile than women.

More men than women use search engines and use them more often.

In significant numbers, men are more likely to use search engines than women. Some
88% of men who are Internet users have used search engines, compared to 79% of
women. Men also search more frequently: 40% of men search at least once a day,
compared to 27% of women. That includes 28% of men who search several times-a day,
significantly more than the 16% of women who do so. On the other extreme 36% of
women search no more than every few weeks, significantly more than the 24% of men
who are infrequent searchers.

Use search engines 88 79
Search at least once a day 40 27
Very confident searchers 54 40
Always find good results 16 17
Couldn't live without search 34 31 '
Searches mostly important 28 28
Trust engines 67 70
Aware of paid & unpaid results 43 32

Source: Pew Internet & American Life Project May-June 2004 Survey.
Margin of error is 23%.

Men have a higher opinion of themselves as searchers than women do. Men show more
confidence in themselves as searchers. While about equal numbers of men and women
are confident about their search abilities, over half of men, 54%, say they are “very”
confident, compared:to 40% of women. And 50% of women describe themselves as
somewhat confident, compared to 38% of men.
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However, this confidence does not translate into successful searching. Equal numbers of
men and women say they always find the results they are looking for (17% for women
and 16% for men), and overwhelming numbers say they find positive results most of the
time (69% for women, 72% for men). :

Men and women have similar feelings about the importance of their
searches, and they both trust their engines.

Despite these differences in search engine use, men and women are equally enthusiastic
about the role of search engines in their lives. About a third of each say they couldn’t live
without search engines (34% of men and 31% of women), and roughly half say they like
search engines, but could go back to traditional ways of finding information if they had to
(48% of men and 51% of women).

Likewise, there are no differences in the importance of the information they search for.
Just over half of both men and women say they search for as much important information
as trivial information (56% of women and 54% of men). Some 28% of both men and
women say the information they search for is “mostly important” while just under a fifth
(16% for women and 18% for men) say they search for “mostly unimportant”
information. ' ‘

Men and women trust their search engines about equally. Some 67% of men and 70% of
women say they are a fair and unbiased source of information. b

Men stick with a single search engine more than women. Some 47% of men regularly
use just one search engine, compared to 40% of women. On the other hand, 51% of
women use 2 or 3 engines, compared to 44% of men. '

Men are more familiar with the issues surrounding search than women are: 43% have
heard of the paid v. unpaid search results, significantly more than the 32% of women. But
this difference doesn’t carry over into how men and women notice, discern, or avail
themselves of paid results. And more men have heard about the issue of search engines
tracking user behavior: 51% of men and 34% of women. ‘

Younger users are more at ease in the world of online searching.

Younger users are more likely to search than older users, and to do it
more often. '

The younger the user, the more likely he is to use search engines and use them frequently.
Some 89% of those under 30 years have used search engine, compared to 85% of those
30 - 49 years; 79% of those 50 — 64 years and 67% of those over 65 years. Frequency of
use follows a similar pattem: 27% of those under 30 years use search engines several
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times a day, compared to 25% of those 30 — 49 years; 15% of those 50 — 64 years and 8
% of those over 65 years. ‘

Younger users are more confident searchers.

Regardless of age, internet searchers are confident in their ability to search. Nearly all
users under 30 years, 97%, express confidence, compared to 93% of those 30 — 49 years;
83% of those 50 — 64 years and 79% of those over 65 years. Degree of confidence
follows a similar patterns, with 53% of those under 30 years being “very” confident in
their abilities, and dropping down to 29% of those over 65 years.

Use search engines 89 ' 85 79 67
Search several X/day 27 25 15 8
Can't live w/out engines 36 ' 35 26 18 ' )
Very Confident searchers 53 51 37 29
Always find results 22 16 13 9
Mostly important searches 36 27 23 17
Trust engines 72 68 65 66
Paid resuits OK 74 71 67 60

Source: Pew Internet & American Life Project . May-june 2004 Survey. Margin of error is +3%.

In greatest numbers, the youngest users, 22% of them, say they always find the
information they were looking for. This is compared to 16% of those 30 - 49 years; 13%
of those 50 — 64 years and 9% of those over 65 years. But even the oldest users, 74%, say
they are successful at least most of the time. ‘

Younger users are the most enthusiastic searchers.

Also, younger users are more likely to say they can’t live without search engines. Over
one third of users under age 50 say they couldn’t live without them (36% for those under
30 years and 35% for 30 — 49 year olds). For those 50 — 65 years of age, 26% say they
couldn’t live without them, and it drops to 18% of those over 65 years old. For all age
groups, about half of user say they like search engines but could go back to the old
fashioned ways of searching, while older users, from 50 — 65 years old, are most likely
(23%) to say they wouldn’t really miss search engines if they disappeared tomorrow
compared to 22% of those 50 — 64 years, 15% of those 30 — 49 years, and 14% of those
under 30 years.
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Regardless of age, tost users (from 48% for those under 30 years to 61% for those over
65 years) say that they search for a mixed bag of both important and trivial information.
But more young users are more serious about their searches than older users. Some 36%
of those under 30 years say the information they search for is mostly important to them,
while 17% of it is mostly unimportant. On the other extreme, only 17% of those over 65
years say they search for mostly important information, and 22% say it is mostly
unimportant. '

Older users are less trusting and more conservative in what they're
comfortable having their search engines do.

Age is a small factor in search engine trust. There are no significant differences in how
users see search engines as a fair and unbiased source of information, although younger
users are more trusting than older users. Some 72% of those under 30 years say engine
are fair and unbiased, compared to 68% of those 30 — 49 years; 65% of those 50 — 64
years, and 66% of those over 65 years.

Interestingly, there are some differences in how users feel that search engines can make
paid results most obvious to them. All agree that using the words “PAID” or
“SPONSORED?” is the most effective. The most notable number is that 20% of those
over 65 years can’t or won’t answer the question. This is a very high response rate in this
category, indicating a distinct level of discomfort or unfamiliarity among these older
users. '

Two matters of principle with search engine behavior are associated with age. Younger
users are more likely to be tolerant of search engines providing some paid or sponsored
results. Some 74% of those under 30 years say this, compared to 71% of those 30 - 49
years, 67% of those 50 — 64 years and 60% of those over 65 years.

Likewise, age draws a dividing line for ethics: Significantly, 77% of those under 30
years approving of the idea of tracking searches, provided finally if engines are clear
about what they’re doing, 70% of those 30 — 49 years; but only 59% of those over 50
years, where they wouldn’t approve under any circumstances.

Veteran users who have been online the longest are more plugged into
searching. .

Most veteran users, those who have been online at least 6 years, are very plugged into the
search world. They’re active searchers, they have positive attitudes toward searching,
they rely on search engines much more in their lives, and they are more abreast of the
issues in the search world.

Many users try searching early on in their internet careers, and by the time they’ve been

online for 6 years, nearly all of them are searchers: 90% of 6 year veterans have searched
online, compared to 79% of 4 -5 year vets, 73% of 2 — 3 year vets and 65% with one year
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or mote online. They also search more frequently: some 31% of 6 year vets search at
least several times a day, compared to 11% of shorter-term users. :

These veterans also have strong attitudes about searching. Significantly more of 6 year
veterans, 39%, say they “couldn’t live without Intemet searches”, compared to 24% of
those who have been online 4 — 5 years, and 20% of those who’ve been online 3 years or
fewer. More of 6 year veterans, 49%, say they “need to find” most or all of the
information they search for online than others, at 38%.

Not surprisingly, these users are also very confident about their search abilities. Some
51% of 6 year veterans are “very confident”, compared to 41% of 4 — 5 year veterans,
and 28% of those who have been online 3 years or less. Some 46% of 6 year vets have
heard about the difference between paid and unpaid results, compared to 26% of others.
And 51% of 6 year veterans have heard about tracking issues, compared to 32% of
others.
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Conclusions

"

Search engines offer users vast and impressive amounts of information, available with a
speed and convenience few people could have imagined one decade ago. Their
capabilities are expanding practically by the day. Soon it will seem routine to be able to
search the contents of vast libraries of books; to find selected portions of video streams or
audio recordings; to benefit from personalized searches that remember a user’s
preferences and keep track of changing geographical locations. Audio searching and
search results will be available for the blind; “implicit searching” will anticipate users’
queries and have answers ready.

Today’s internet users are very positive about what search engines already do, and they
feel good about their experiences when searching the internet. They say they are
comfortable and confident as searchers and are satisfied with the results they find. They
trust search engines to be fair and unbiased in returning results. And yet, people know
little about how engines operate, or about the financial tensions that play into how
engines perform their searches and how they present their search results. Furthermore,
searchers largely don’t notice or understand or discern the different kinds of search
results that are being served up to them. '

This odd situation, in which a growing population of users relies on technology most of
them don’t understand, highlights the responsibility placed on search engine companies.
They are businesses, in many cases extremely successful ones — but their effects on
society are far more than merely commercial. One unexpected implication of our study is
that search engines are attaining the status of other institutions — legal, medical,
educational, governmental, journalistic — whose performance the public judges by
unusually high standards, because the public is unusually reliant on them for principled
performance.
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This Pew Internet & American Life Project report is based on the findings of a daily
tracking survey on Americans' use of the Internet. Findings also include comments
solicited by email to complete an online survey in May — June, 2003, to about 35 other
internet users about their Internet searching.

Telephone interviews were conducted by Princeton Survey Research Associates between
May 14 and June 17, 2004, among a sample of 2,200 aduits, 18 and older. For results
based on the total sample, one can say with 95% confidence that the error attributable to
sampling and other random effects is plus or minus 2 percentage points. For results based
Internet users (n=1,399) the margin of sampling error is plus or minus 3 percentage
points. In addition to sampling error, question wording and practical difficulties in
conducting telephone surveys may introduce some error or bias into ‘the findings of
opinion polls.

The sample for this survey is a random digit sample of telephone numbers selected from
telephone exchanges in the continental United States. The random digit aspect of the
sample is used to avoid “listing” bias and provides representation of both listed and
unlisted numbers (including not-yet-listed numbers). The design of the sample achieves
this representation by random generation of the last two digits of telephone numbers
selected on the basis of their area code, telephone exchange, and bank number.

New sample was released daily and was kept in the field for at least five days. This
ensures that complete call procedures were followed for the entire sample. Additionally,
the sample was released in replicates to make sure that the telephone numbers called are
distributed appropriately across regions of the country. At least 10 attempts were made to
complete an interview at every household in the sample. The calls were staggered over
times of day and days of the week to maximize the chances of making contact with a
potential respondent. Interview refusals were re-contacted at least once in order to try
again to complete an interview. All interviews completed on any given day were
considered to be the final sample for that day. The overall response rate was 30.9%.

Non-response in telephone interviews produces some known biases in survey-derived
estimates because participation tends to vary for different subgroups of the population,
and these subgroups are likely to vary also on questions of substantive interest. In order to
compensate for these known biases, the sample data are weighted in analysis. The
demographic weighting parameters are derived from a special analysis of the most
recently available Census Bureau’s Current Population Survey (March 2003). This
analysis produces population parameters for the demographic characteristics of adults age
18 or older, living in households that contain a telephone. These parameters are then
compared with the sample characteristics 10 construct sample weights. The weights are
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derived using an iterative technique that simultaneously balances the distribution of all

weighting parameters.
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