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There was 50% growth in home broadband adoption in the past year,  
but the torrid growth pace will likely slow 

 
High-speed Internet adoption at home continues to rise sharply in the United States, 
increasing by 50% from March 2002 to March 2003.1  This good news about the uptake 
of broadband Internet service to the home is tempered by two factors suggesting growth 
may be moderating.  First, fewer experienced dial-up Internet users – the prime 
candidates to upgrade to high-speed connections – now say they want broadband than a 
year ago.  Second, dial-up users who are most likely to say they would like to get 
broadband at home are the ones who say it is not available in their neighborhood.   
 

American adults with Broadband at Home
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Nonetheless, about 13% of the dial-up Internet population seems ripe to migrate to 
broadband service.  These users have been online for 6 or more years and say they are 
interested in moving to broadband.  And – importantly – they have online behavioral 
patterns similar to existing broadband users.  That is, they are already active information 
producers and gatherers, 
which are distinctive 
characteristics of Internet 
users who today have 
broadband at home. 
 
The numbers 
As of the end of March 2003, 
31% of home Internet users 
had a high-speed connection 
at home.  This is up from 2
in October 2002 and 21% i
March 2002.  Today, 
approximately 30 million 
people – or 16% of all 
Americans – log on at home 
with a broadband connection.  That is double the number who had a high-speed 
connection at home at the end of 2001 and, as noted, a 50% increase in the past year.  In 

4% 
n 

 1



not quite three years, the United States has witnessed a five-fold increase in the number 
of people who go online with a fast connection at home. 
 
Even with the fast pace of broadband adoption, there are concerns that it may not be fast 
enough, particularly in contrast to countries such as South Korea and Canada. In those 
countries, half of all households have high-speed connections.  Although about a third of 
home Internet users in America have signed up for broadband, many wonder why more 
haven’t done so.  In our surveys, it is difficult to probe why some Internet user do not 
choose to get broadband connections. After all, they have chosen not to buy something 
about which they may know very little.  We do, however, ask whether dial-up users want 
broadband and whether Internet users know whether broadband service is offered to their 
neighborhood.   
 
According to a survey we conducted from October 7, 2002 through October 27, 2002 of 
1,677 Americans, 71% say that they live in an area where broadband service is available; 
12% say they cannot get broadband service at home, with the remainder (17%) saying 
they don’t know whether service is available or not.  People who report they cannot get 
broadband are twice as likely to live in rural areas as the general population.  But even 
with the widespread availability of broadband, most dial-up users say they are content to 
stick with their dial-up modem. Nearly three in five (57%) of dial-up users say they have 
no interest in having a faster connection at home, while 38% say they would like to 
upgrade to broadband.  The numbers reverse, however, for those who say broadband is 
not available in their area.  Among these people, 61% say they would like to have a faster 
connection with 35% saying they’re not interested in an upgrade.2  It seems that those 
who want broadband the most are those who can’t get it.   
 
Declining number of experienced users who want broadband 
Although a minority of dial-up users today says they want broadband, their attitudes may 
change with time.  Dial-up users with more than six years of online experience are more 
likely to say they want broadband than those online for three years or less, by a 43% to 
30% margin.  However, the number for experienced users (online for six or more years) 
is lower than when we asked dial-up users the same question in March 2002.  At that 
time, 53% of experienced dial-up users said they would like a broadband connection at 
home; that was when home broadband penetration stood at 21% of home Internet users.  
It would seem that broadband providers attracted the easiest-to-reach dial-up users 
between March 2002 and October 2002.  Today, there are fewer dial-up users itching to 
make the jump to broadband and, as noted above, many who are say they live in places 
where broadband is unavailable.  
 
The next broadband users: Their current online behavior and their work at home are 
key 
Experienced dial-up users who want to move to broadband – about 13% of the dial-up 
Internet population – should have a fairly quick migration to the home high-speed 
connection.  One reason to expect rapid adoption of broadband among these experienced 
and enthusiastic dial-up users is their online behavior.  In our June 2002 report “The 
Broadband Difference,” we found that broadband users are extraordinarily active Internet 
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users, particularly when it comes to information gathering, multimedia use, and content 
creation.3  The differences were especially striking when it came to daily Internet use; for 
any given online activity, broadband users were more likely to do it on a given day than 
dial-up users. 
 
As the following charts show, the differences between dial-up and broadband users 

more years of online 
experience who say 
they want broadband.  
This is especially 
true for informati
gathering activities.  
Two in five (41%) of 
broadband users get 
news on the Internet 
on a typical day 
compared with 35% 
of experienced dial-
up users who want 
broadband.   
 

Notably, experienced dial-up users interested in broadband are as likely broad

persist in our October 2002 data, but they are much smaller for dial-up users with 6 or 

on 

band users 
 do research related to their jobs on the average day.  This suggests that the need or 

The differences are also 
fairly narrow when it 
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udio/video clips) – there are substantial gaps between broadband users and the two 
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desire to do work-related tasks at home may be a driver for many of today’s dial-up users 
to become tomorrow’s broadband users. 
 

comes information 
producing.  For 
participation in an on
group and content 
creation, today’s 
broadband users and 
experienced dial-up users 
who want it are about as 
likely (on a typical day) to 
do these things.  In our 
surveys, online content 
refers to updating a Web 
page, updating a Web 

For multimedia – downloading music and streaming (defined

diary, or posting thoughts to a chat room or Internet group.   
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categories of dial-up users.  Although experienced dial-up users who want broadband are 
twice as likely other dial-up users to stream, broadband users are still far and away m
likely to stream on a typical day.  And broadband users are easily the most active group 
when it comes to downloading music on the average day. 
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information gatherers and producers are the dial-up surfers who are poised to purchase 
home broadband service.  Although it is hard to pinpoint specifically which factors will 
drive the next set of broadband users to purchase a home high-speed connection, it 
appears that job-related reasons will loom large.  Experienced dial-up users who want 
broadband are already as likely as broadband users to do research related to their job
online.  And experienced dial-up users interested in broadband are more likely to have 
college degrees than today’s broadband users (by a 53% to 45% margin), are more like
to be employed and are, on average, a bit older than broadband users. 
 
How home broadband users connect: Cable continues to dominate D
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TT
people use for their high-speed home connections.  Digital subscriber line (people use for their high-speed home connections.  Digital subscriber line (
provided by local telephone companies, is not available everywhere that phone 
companies provide dial tone service.  Cable modem service is widely available where 
cable television companies provide service, and cable service passes about 90% 
American homes.  As the following chart shows, cable modem users far outnumber 
subscribers to digital subscriber line (DSL) service, with only a handful of home hig
speed user connecting wirelessly or via T-1 or fiber connections.   
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n the past year, there has been a slight shift toward cable modems and away from DSL 

 

 

                                              

I
as far as the composition of market share goes.  Still, with size of the pie expanding by 
about 10 million users in the past year, each type of connection technology has gained 
users.  About 21 million broadband users connected by cable modem in March 2003, up
from 13 million a year earlier; DSL users grew in numbers from 7 million to 9 million 
during that time.  With the market share for wireless or fixed satellite high-speed access
doubling from 2002 to 2003, the number of subscribers grew from a bit under half a 
million in 2002 to about 1.4 million in 2003. 
 
   
1 March 2003 numbers on broadband to the home are drawn from the Pew Internet & American Life 

or 

gures in this paragraph are drawn from the Pew Internet & American Life Project October 2002 survey 

he Broadband Difference: How online Americans’ behavior changes with high-speed Internet 
63

Project March 2003 survey of 1,495 Americans; margin of error is plus or minus 2 percentage points f
results based on the full sample and plus or minus 3 percentage points for results based on Internet users. 
 
2 Fi
of 1,677 Americans, 1,027 of whom are Internet users; margin of error is plus or minus 2 percentage points 
for results based on the full sample and plus or minus 3 percentage points for results based on Internet 
users. 
 
3 See “T
connections at home”, June 23, 2002 available at:  http://www.pewinternet.org/reports/toc.asp?Report=   
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