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Internet use has mushroomed in China since commercial Internet services were first 

introduced at the end of 1995. The total number of Internet users reached 103 million in 
July 2005. One of the important changes in recent Internet growth is about half of the 
users are using broadband. This not only provides them with high-speed access but also 
allows them always to remain online.  

Yet, Internet development in China is still at a preliminary stage. Internet adoption 
reaches only about 8% of the total population. Even in the large cities, the proportion of 
Internet users is less than 50%. A typical Internet user is young, male, well educated, and 
well paid. Only 35.5% of the users have more than five years of Internet experience. 
76.2% of the Internet users never make purchases online, 41.6% of the Internet users do 
not use search engines and more than 30% of the Internet users do not use e-mail. On the 
other hand, Internet entertainment content is heavily used, such as playing games, 
downloading movie or music, and accessing entertainment information. 

Challenged by the Internet as a new medium, the traditional media, especially 
television and newspapers, generally still remain the dominant media. Yet Internet users 
have begun to spend more time accessing the Internet than they spend on traditional 
media. The number-one purpose of going online is to read the news. Among Internet 
users, the Internet is replacing the traditional media as a source of news. However, the 
most frequently accessed news mainly is entertainment news.  

To use the media is one thing, but to trust the media is quite another issue. The 
survey results show that people still tend to trust the traditional media more than the 
Internet; they trust television more than newspapers or the radio, and they trust the 
domestic media more than the foreign media. 

People prefer to use instant tools to communicate on the Internet. There are more 
users who use chat rooms and ICQ than those who use e-mail. About 45% of the users 
are using BBS and 29.5% of the users are using blogs.  

All these statistics show that rather than being an information highway, the Internet in 
China is more like an entertainment highway. People use the network for entertainment or 
chatting more than they use it to seek information, or for work or study.  

Although both central and local governments have put great efforts into e-government 
Web sites, not many people know about them. About 9.5% of Internet users use 
government Web sites occasionally and only about 3.5% of Internet users use them 
frequently. However, the communication platforms, such as BBS, blogs, and comments on 
the news, allow people to share views and information. According to the statistical results 
of the World Internet Project, more people in China than in other countries believe that the 
Internet will have a positive impact on political transparency.
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The total number of Internet users in China reached 103 million in July 2005. 

 After surveys in 2001 and 2003, this is the third Internet survey conducted by the Center 
for Social Development, Chinese Academy of Social Sciences. 

 The survey was based on door-to-door household interviews in five cities in China, 
including Beijing, Shanghai, Guangzhou, Chengdu, and Changsha.  

 A Probability Proportional to Size (PPS) sampling method was used to randomly choose 
households in each city, and a KISH form was used to randomly choose interviewees in 
each household. 

 The final sample size was 2,376, including 1,169 Internet users and 1,207 Internet 
non-users. 

 

 Perceptions of the Internet vary significantly between Internet users and non-users. 
About 10% more Internet users than non-users regard the Internet as a source for the 
following: as an information center (users: 84.5%; non-users: 73.7%), as a news media 
(users: 60.2%; non-users: 50.1%), as an entertainment place (users: 41.5%; non-users: 
31.6%), as a meeting place (users: 41.1%; non-users: 31.6%), etc. Only 14.5% of users 
and 6.3% of non-users think of the Internet as a post office. The exception is among 
those who regard the Internet as a library; 39.9% of users and 19.4% of non-users regard 
the Internet as a library. 

 More Internet users (47%) than non-users (31%) believe the Internet will make the world 
a better place. Compared to the survey results in 2003, such a positive attitude toward the 
Internet has dropped significantly, partly because the traditional media continue to report 
on the dark side of the Internet. 

 Yet most people still trust the Internet content. Again, more users (48%) than non-users 
(35.2%) believe that the Internet content is reliable. Compared with other countries, 
people in Korea, Hungary, China, and the United States trust the Internet content the 
most, whereas most people in Sweden and Japan do not trust the Internet content. 

 Most people think the Internet should be managed or controlled. The breakdown of what 
content the respondents think should be controlled is as follows: pornography (84.7%), 
violence (72.6%), junk messages (51.9%), advertisements (33.2%), games (15.6%), chat 
rooms (8.2%), and politics (7.6%). 

 

 Age: More than 80% of people under 24 years of age are using the Internet. About 
60-80% of people between the ages of 25 and 29 are Internet users. This trend slows 
down among people who are over 40. More elderly people are using the Internet in 2005 
than were using it in 2003. 

Background and Methodology

Perceptions and Attitudes toward the Internet

Internet Adoption 
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 Gender: Among male respondents 57.2% are using the Internet, while only 42.5% of 
female respondents are using the Internet. 

 Education: The higher one’s level of education, the more likely he/she will go online. 
Among the interviewees with bachelor’s degrees or higher, about 90% are Internet users. 
Among the interviewees with a middle-school education or less, fewer than 15% are 
users. 

 Marital status: Among the single interviewees, 77.2% are Internet users, while only 
33.7% of the interviewees with spouses are users. 

 Employment status: Among the students, 89.1% are going online, and nearly half of 
those who have jobs are using the Internet. More unemployed people (31.8%) than 
laid-off people (19.4%) are using the Internet. Only 12% of retired people are going 
online. 

 Occupation: Among those who have jobs, the largest proportion of Internet users is 
among university or college faculties (87.5%). There is also a large proportion of Internet 
users among high school, middle school, and primary school teachers (81.5%) and 
among entrepreneurs in foreign or private companies (81%). Yet only 35.1% of private 
business owners and 20.5% of factory workers are going online. 

 Income: The higher one’s income, the more likely he/she uses the Internet. The rate of 
Internet use increases significantly as income increases, especially among those whose 
monthly income is less than 3,000 RMB, 

 Internet experience: Only 35.5% of Internet users have more than five years of Internet 
experience, whereas 48% of users have less than four years of Internet experience. 
 
Thus, a typical Internet user in China most likely is young, male, holding a job as a 
teacher or a white-collar worker with a high income, or a student, and has less than four 
years of Internet experience. 
 

 Duration: Because of the unlimited use of ADSL and the P2P technology, users are 
spending more time on the Internet (2.73 hours per day) now than they did two years ago 
(1.9 hours per day). Young males who are highly educated and highly paid or who are 
students tend to spend more time online. 

 Location: Also partly because of the increase in broadband access, more users go online 
at home (76.1%) than they did in 2003 (73.3%), and fewer users go online at Internet 
cafés (29.5%) than they did in 2003 (34.4%). The time spent on the Internet at home has 
increased significantly from 1.25 hours per day in 2003 to 1.89 hours per day in 2005.  

 Internet cafés: Among the Internet café users 61.4% are 16 to 24 years old. The reasons 
for going online in Internet cafés are mainly for chatting (68.4%) or for playing games 
(61.7%). 

Internet Use 
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 Connections: Broadband Internet use at home is popular; 44.9% of users are using 
ADSL and 14% of users are using LAN-based broadband. The use of traditional dial-up 
modems dropped significantly from 52.7% in 2003 to 17.7% in 2005. 

 Online activities: People “often” or “always” use the Internet to read the news (65.9%). 
The second most-frequent function of the Internet among the respondents is “general 
browsing,” followed by three entertainment functions: 62% of the users “always” or 
“often” play online games; 56.7% of the users “always” or “often” download music; and 
53.5% of the users “often” or “always” download entertainment information. 
Considering that the online news read by users is mainly about entertainment, the 
number one online activity is entertainment. 

 Search engines: Among the users, 41.6% do not use a search engine. Search engines are 
more often used by young males who are better educated. Among the search engine users, 
67.9% use search engines to search for leisure or entertainment information, 56% search 
for information for work or study, 43.3% search for news information, and 43.2% search 
for knowledge-related information. 

 Although the number of Google users has increased slightly, from 24% in 2003 to 27% 
in 2005, Baidu’s market share has increased significantly, from only 2.5% in 2003 to 
46% in 2005. This indicates that in a fast-growing market, whatever attracts new users 
can be successful.  

 Language: Internet users spend 85% of their time on mainland Chinese content, 8% of 
their time on overseas Chinese content, 4% of their time on mainland foreign-language 
content, and 3% of their time on overseas foreign-language content. 

 Online purchasing is still not popular in China. Among users, 76.2% have never 
purchased anything online and only 10% of all the interviewed users make purchases 
once a month. Among those who often pay for something online, 10.5% pay for 
entertainment, 9.3% pay for computer hardware or software, and 7.3% make online 
payments, such as for phone cards, etc.  

 

Media use  
 Proportion: Television is still the dominant mass media. Among the 2,367 interviewees, 

97% watched television, 86% read newspapers, 56% read books, 53% read magazines, 
49% accessed the Internet, and 38% listened to the radio. 

 Time spent: Internet users spend more time going online (2.73 hours per day) than they 
spend watching television (2.12 hours per day). Younger, more affluent, and better- 
educated people tend to spend more time using the Internet and reading books, but they 
spend less time watching television. 

 Sources of Information: Among the respondents, 79% think that television is a very 
important or an important source of information, 75 percent of regard newspapers as an 

The Internet and the Media
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important source of information, and 54% believe that the Internet and books are 
important sources of information. Yet more Internet users (78.4%) than non-users (30%) 
believe that the Internet is a source of information, whereas more Internet non-users 
(84.4%) than users (73.7%) believe that television is an important source of information. 

 Source of entertainment: Among the respondents, 79% think that television is a very 
important source of entertainment, and 59% think that newspapers are an important 
source of entertainment. There are significant differences between Internet users and 
non-users regarding what they regard as sources of entertainment. Among the users, the 
Internet is the most important source of entertainment.  

 Daily needs:  
Television is the most important media to obtain domestic and international news, both 
for Internet users (81.4%) and non-users (90.8%). Users also find it very important to 
obtain news online (67%). 
Among the users, 62.4% believe that the Internet is the most important media to obtain 
information about one’s personal life, while 59.8% of the non-users and 43.7% of the 
users think that television is the most important media to obtain such information. 
To obtain information for learning or study, Internet users tend to go online (60.4%) or to 
read books (51.7%), whereas non-users tend to read newspapers (50.3%) or to watch 
television (43.9%).  
More Internet non-users (63%) than users (46%) think that television is the most 
important media for entertainment, whereas many more Internet users (72%) than 
non-users (15%) believe that the Internet is the most important media for entertainment. 
Due to the limitations to expression, fewer than 30% of the users or non-users think that 
any other media are important to express their opinions. However Internet users believe 
that the Internet is important to express their opinions. 
For the same reason, when asked about the importance of the Internet to exchange 
opinions or information, to participate in social activities, or to enhance personal 
relationships, very few people think that the traditional media are effective. Only Internet 
users believe that the Internet is important to fulfill these needs. 
 
Internet impact on traditional media: 

 Time spent: Internet users spend more time (2.7 hours per day on average) online than 
they spend on any traditional media. Compared with Internet non-users who spend 2.53 
hours per day watching television, users only spend an average of 1.68 hours per day 
watching television. Non-users also spend more time reading newspapers and listening to 
the radio than users, but users spend more time (1.43 hours per day) reading books than 
non-users (0.94 hours per day). 

 Although significant demographic differences can be found between Internet café users 
and Internet café non-users, there is no significant difference between the two groups 
in terms of using the different media. 
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 Home Internet users tend to spend more time watching television and listening to the 
radio than those who do not use the Internet at home. 

 Heavy Internet users spend much more time online than light users, but there is no 
significant difference between the two groups in terms of using other media.  

 There is no significant difference between people with different Internet experience in 
terms of using traditional media, except that users who have less Internet experience 
spend more time watching television (1.83 hours per day) than those who have longer 
Internet experience (1.61 hours per day). 

 Among Internet users, 65.5% read online news about entertainment, 55% read domestic 
news, 48.4% read news about social life, 39.8% read international news, 30.1% read 
sports news, 17.8% read news about IT, and 13.7% read financial and economic news. 
Only 5.5% do not read any online news at all. 
 
The Internet and Media Trust 

 Generally, people trust the domestic news more than the foreign news, and they trust 
television, newspapers, and the radio more than online news. Among the respondents, 
88.6% trust domestic television, 79% trust domestic newspapers, 74.9% trust domestic 
radio, 58.9% trust foreign television, 45% trust the foreign radio, 43.9% trust domestic 
online news, and 29.6% trust foreign online news. 

 With respect to online news, Internet users tend to trust domestic Web sites more than 
overseas Web sites, and they trust the news provided by the traditional media more than 
the news provided by e-mail. 
 

 The most frequently used online communications tool is IRC (68.7%). This is followed 
by Internet users who use ICQ or QQ (66.6%), users who use e-mail (63%), users who 
use BBS (44.8%), users who use MSN (43.9%), and users who use blogs (29.5%). 

 Only about 35% of e-mail users check their e-mail at least once a day. Fewer than 20% 
of e-mail users use paid accounts.  

 29% users like to use ICQ or QQ to communicate with people; others prefer to use IRC 
(20%), MSN (12%), BBS (10%), and blogs (4%). 

 Male users tend to chat with other netizens online, whereas female users tend to use BBS 
or MSN to communicate with fellow netizens. Younger users tend to chat online, 
whereas older people tend to use blogs. Internet café users mainly use the Internet for 
chatting other than use MSN, BBS or blogs.  

 Going online mainly increases communications with friends or colleagues, rather than 
with brothers, parents, spouses, or other relatives. 

 Those who use Internet communication tools have more online friends (17.9 online 
friends for each user) than those who only browse the Web or only use e-mail (5.7 online 
friends for each user). 

 After using the Internet, 30.1% of users thought that they spent more time with people of 
the same profession; 30% of users reported that they spent more time with colleagues or 

The Internet and Communication
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classmates; 26.9% of users believed that they spent more time with friends; 14% thought 
they spent more time with people who share the same hobbies; 11.3% of users thought 
they spent more time with people who share the same religion; 10.9% of users thought 
they spent more time with lovers; 7.5% of users thought they spent more time with their 
parents; and 7.4% of users thought they spent more time with their siblings.  

 Compared with international data, Internet use in China has increased contacts with 
people who share the same professions, hobbies, or political interests more so than in 
other countries. But the Chinese users have fewer contacts with family members or 
friends than users in other countries. 

 

 Although the central and local governments have spent large amounts of money on 
e-government projects, most people are not very familiar with e-government. Only 
12.5% of Internet users and 3.3% of non-users know something about e-government, and 
1.9% of users and 0.1% of non-users are very familiar with it. 

 Among users, 52.9% never visited any government Web sites, 34.2% seldom visited 
government Web sites, 9.5% sometimes visited government Web sites, and only 3.5% 
often or always visited government Web sites. 

 The respondents had strong expectations that the Internet would change politics in 
China:  
Among the respondents, 62.8% “agreed” or “strongly agreed” that by using the Internet, 
people will acquire better knowledge of politics, 60.4% “agreed” or “strongly agreed” 
that higher-level officials will better understand the common people’s views through the 
Internet, 55.3% “agreed” or “strongly agreed” that by using the Internet government can 
better serve the people, 54.2% “agreed” or “strongly agreed” that with the Internet 
people have more opportunities to criticize government policy, and 45.1% “agreed” or 
“strongly agreed” that by using the Internet, people have more opportunities to express 
their political views. 

 Comparing trends in China with those in other countries, only the Chinese subjects 
responded positively about the political role of the Internet. 

The Internet and Politics 
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Internet use has mushroomed in China since commercial Internet services were first 
introduced at the end of 1995. The total number of Internet users, according to the China 
Internet Network Information Center (CNNIC), reached 103 million in July 2005.1 

Figure 1.1 Internet growth in China over the past eight years 

 

On the one hand, China is listed as a medium Internet access country, ranking 
eighty-third in the world by Digital Access Index.2 But, on the other hand, the absolute 
number of Chinese Internet users makes China second only to the United States in terms of 
number of users. According to the survey results in this report, about 40-50 percent of the 
people in metropolitan cities are Internet users and about 30 percent of the people in 
provincial capitals are users. One of the greatest changes in Internet use over the last two 
years has been the application of broadband, not only allowing users to access the Internet 
from Kbit/s to Mbit/s, but also allowing users to remain always online. For the first time, the 
number of broadband users, 53 million, has exceeded the number of dial-up users, ranking 
China as the second largest broadband country in the world after the United States. There are 
predictions that the number of broadband users in China will reach 90 million by the end of 
2005, and will exceed 200 million by the end of 2007.3 

The large base of broadband users allows for an expansion of Internet business. The total 
Internet market in 2004 was valued at about 11.3 billion RMB (about US$1.4 billion), of 
which 35 percent was for games, 29 percent for SMS and wireless services, 20 percent for 
advertisements, 7 percent for search engines, and 7 percent for e-mail services. P2P, IP 
phones, Blog, RSS, and IPTV are becoming popular now as well. 

 
PART ONE 

BACKGROUND AND METHODOLOGY 

 
 
1 http://www.cnnic.cn 
 
2 http://www. 
internetworldstats.com 
/list3.htm#dai 
 

3 China Internet Develop-
ment Report 2005, 
(Beijing: China Posts 
and Telecommunica- 
tions Press, 2005), p. 4.
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Internet use is spreading rapidly into daily life, and directly affecting people’s ideas and 
behavior. It is changing the use of traditional media, daily communication among people, and 
to a certain degree also communication between the government and the people.  
Furthermore, based on its open technology, the Internet is also having a profound impact on 
China’s relatively closed tradition, culture, and political system. Thus, it is important to 
examine how people are using the Internet and the resultant social impact of Internet use. 

Directed by Jeff Cole, the Center for Communication Policy at the University of 
California at Los Angeles (UCLA) launched a “World Internet Project” (WIP) in 1999, with 
the goal of assessing the social impact of the Internet based on questionnaire surveys.1 Unlike 
most commercial surveys that mainly concentrate on Internet usage, the WIP differs in that: 

• It examines not only Internet usage, but also the social impact of usage. 

• It focuses equally on Internet users and non-users. 

• Its longitudinal research tracks behavioral and attitudinal changes. 

• It represents a worldwide effort to study and compare changes in different countries and 
regions. 

In December 2002, the UCLA Center for Communication Policy issued its first annual 
Internet report, entitled Surveying the Digital Future (http://digitalcenter.org/), which marked 
the beginning of cooperation on research on worldwide development and the impact of the 
Internet. There are presently more than twenty countries and regions, including the United 
States, Britain, France, German, Italy, Sweden, Chile, China, Taiwan, Hong Kong, Macau, 
Singapore, Japan, and Korea, that are sharing similar methodologies and core questions to 
conduct Internet surveys on Internet usage and its impact.  Unless otherwise noted, all of the 
international comparative data in this report come from this project.  

The Research Center for Social Development of the Chinese Academy of Social 
Sciences (CASS) joined the WIP in 1999. With administrative support from the former China 
State Informatization Office, CASS distributed a questionnaire survey in Beijing, Shanghai, 
Chengdu, and Changsha in early 2001 and released its findings in May 2001.2  However, due 
to a shortage of funding, this research was terminated in 2002. 

In 2003, the research was continued with the support of the Markle Foundation. Taking 
into consideration such factors as the size of the city, geographical location, economic 
development, and feasibility of conducting the survey, a multi-stage sampling method was 
employed to distribute the Internet survey in three municipal-level cities in China 
(metropolitan cities, provincial capitals, and small cities). The three metropolitan cities 
included Beijing, Shanghai, and Guangzhou; the four provincial capitals included Chengdu, 
Changsha, Xi'an, and Shenyang; and the five small cities included Nanhai in Guangdong 
province, Yima in Henan province, Jimo in Shandong province, Guangshui in Hubei province, 
and Fengnan in Hebei province. The total sample size was 4,000 (1,800 plus 1,200 plus 1,000) 
and the number of final valid cases was 3,941, including 2,457 Internet users and 1,484 

 
 
1 The Center has now 
moved to Annenberg 
School for Communica- 
tion at the University of 
South California and is 
called the Center for 
Digital Future. 
(http://digitalcenter.org) 
 
2 Guo Liang and Bu 
Wei, Surveying Internet 
Usage and Impact in 
Five Chinese Cities, 
(Beijing: Research Cen- 
ter for Social Develop- 
ment of the Chinese 
Academy of Social 
Sciences，April, 2001). 
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Internet non-users. The Chinese version of the survey report was released in Beijing in 
September 2003,1 and the English version was released at the Markle Foundation in New 
York in November 2003.2 

As a cooperative project with the WIP, the CASS Internet survey is designed to provide 
empirical data and analysis on Internet development in China, for policy making by industries 
as well as by the government. Its purpose is to: 

• Understand the distribution of Internet usage and online activities in urban China.  

• Determining the effect of the Internet on the mass media, communications, and politics. 

• Make policy proposals and suggestions.  

Due to shortages in funding this year, the survey was limited to five cities, including 
Beijing, Shanghai, Guangzhou, Chengdu, and Changsha, targeting male and female urban 
residents between the ages of 16 and 65 through random sampling. The interviewees were 
asked to answer the questionnaire on their own in their respective households. The survey was 
conducted during the Spring Festival, the Chinese New Year, from January 15 to 25, 2005, so 
as to include college students, who are important members of the user group but who only 
return home during the New Year vacation. 

Sampling Methods: 

1. Five cities were chosen for this year’s survey, including Beijing, Shanghai, Guangzhou, 
Chengdu, and Changsha. 

2. Local residential communities (jumin weiyuanhui) were randomly chosen through a 
Probability Proportional to Size (PPS) sampling method, according to set samples (600 
cases each in Beijing, Shanghai, and Guangzhou, 300 cases each in Chengdu and 
Changsha). From the above, seventy local residential communities were selected in each 
of Beijing, Shanghai and Guangzhou (sixty plus ten for back-up); and forty local 
residential communities were selected in each of Chengdu and Changsha (thirty plus ten 
for back-up). The reason why local residential communities were chosen for back-up is 
because it is difficult to make contact with some local residential communities since some 
have relocated or been dismantled. In each local residential community, ten qualified 
interviewees were chosen isometrically.  

3. Due to the low success ratio based on past experiences, we randomly chose one 
household from the first five households in the local residential communities.  If the first 
household could not be contacted, we would go to the next-door neighbor and continue 
until we could make contact. After making contact we would skip the next five 
households, and then continue the procedure until we had ten completed samples.  

4. After successfully entering the household, a KISH form was used to randomly choose one 
person among the family members.  

 
 
1 Guo Liang, Surveying 
Internet Usage and 
Impact in Twelve Chinese 
Cities. (Beijing: Research 
Center for Social Develop-
ment of the Chinese Aca-
demy of Social Sciences, 
September, 2003). 
http://www.wipchina.org/ 
 
2 http://www.markle.org 
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Training, Conducting, and Supervision: 

1. The prepared training materials were handed out in Beijing to each company or institution 
engaged in the actual fieldwork. 

2. Supervisors (graduate students at the School of Journalism and Communication, Peking 
University) directly trained the investigators in each city. 

3. The investigators were required to carefully complete the “Household Contact List.”  
4. The supervisors double-checked the “Household Contact List” and the KISH form in 

each city. Eighty percent of the interviewees were recalled or visited to make sure they 
really answered the questions on their own. 

5. After the supervisors returned to Beijing, the remaining 20 percent of the questionnaires 
were double-checked by phone.  

Due to the influence of the reform and opening policy, building development in 
residential areas, and people’s rapidly changing ideas, it is presently much more difficult to 
carry out a household survey in China. Also, because it took place during the Spring Festival 
when families were reunited, the interviewees were less cooperative. Thus, the rate of refusal 
was quite high, while the effective rate from the interviews was 24.3 percent. After cleaning 
the data, the number of final valid cases was 2,376, including 1,169 Internet users and 1,207 
Internet non-users.  

The geographic location of each surveyed city is shown below: 


