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33 million American internet users have reviewed or rated something as 
part of an online rating system 

 
As more Americans use the internet for entertainment, for building personal 
relationships, and as a tool for conducting business, online rating systems have become a 
significant element of internet use. 
 
The Pew Internet & American Life Project has found that 26% of adult internet users in 
the U.S., more than 33 million people, have rated a product, service, or person using an 
online rating system.  These systems, also referred to as “reputation systems,” are online 
applications that allow users to express their opinions and read opinions posted by other 
participants.   
 
The data, collected as part of a tracking survey conducted in May and June, provide new 
evidence that a substantial number of internet users exploit the two-way communication 
feature of the internet. The findings also add to the picture we have about the substantial 
number of Americans who contribute content to the online commons.  
 
An earlier Pew Internet & American Life survey conducted in 2003 showed that 44% of 
U.S. internet users above the age of 18 have contributed their thoughts and files to the 
online world.1  This group of users, made up of more than 53 million American adults, 
has participated in posting photographs, written material, or audio files to Web sites, 
maintained their own site, ran a Web cam, or undertaken some other method of adding 
content to the Web.  That same survey found that 13% of internet users have their own 
Web site and 21% have allowed other users to download files from their computer, 
including music and video files.   
 

                                                 
1 To view this report in its entirety, visit the Content Creation Online report at  
http://www.pewinternet.org/pdfs/PIP_Content_Creation_Report.pdf
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At its best, the use of reputation systems builds community, adds knowledge to groups, 
and elevates the accountability of the institutions and people who are being rated. Online 
reputation systems can enable people in making decisions about which users to trust, or 
to compare their opinions to others’.  
 
These systems are used most commonly to assist with internet commerce for sites such as 
eBay.com, an electronic marketplace that allows members to market and sell goods and 
services online.  eBay.com users can read feedback expressed by those who have 
interacted with a potential buyer or seller prior to making their own decisions.  Other 
sites, such as epinions.com and Amazon.com, allow internet users to review a host of 
products and for others to respond to those reviews.  Further sites, such as 
RateMyTeachers.com and Amihot.com, apply variations of the online reputation model 
to people, rather than products or ease of transactions.  At its worst, the use of reputation 
applications can be wounding and cruel.  
 

 

 

Examples of Internet Sites that Use an Online Rating System or Feedback Mechanism 
Site Summary of System 

eBay.com Buyers and sellers develop reputations based on the ratings 
posted by other members. 

Epinions.com Users review a host of consumer products, or read the reviews 
posted by others. 

Amazon.com Consumers rate products and sellers of used goods. 

Google.com 
Internet search results are ordered based on a number of factors, 
including the number of links a page receives from other Web 
pages. 

Citysearch.com Users review restaurants and other businesses, or rate already 
existing reviews. 

RateMyTeachers.com Students and parents share opinions about specific teachers. 

Amihot.com Visitors rate anonymous pictures on looks using a scale of 1-10, 
and then compare their score choice with others. 

Moviefone.com Movie reviews from both professionals and internet users are 
posted. 

The Tennessee 
Independent Media 
Center (tnimc.org) 

Self-called ‘indymedia’ site that allows for users to post their 
own editorials and articles.  Visitor ratings determine how much 
prominence is given to each article 

Internet Movie Data Base 
(Imdb.com) 

Visitors can give a rating to any movie and see how ratings for 
each movie breakdown by various demographics. 
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While the survey data show that internet users who have participated in an online rating 
system come from many different demographic groups, there is evidence that certain 
groups are more likely to have taken part.  Among those who are most likely to have 
rated something online: 
 

• More experienced and active internet users.  Of users who have been online for 
more than six years, 32% have rated something online, compared to 14% of those 
with either two or three years of access, and just 12% of those with one year or 
less of access.  Those who access the internet frequently have also participated at 
a far greater rate.  Thirty-one percent of users who go online daily have rated 
something, compared to 19% of users who go online “several times a week,” and 
only 8% who go online even fewer times.  

 
Use of Online Rating Systems 

The percentage of internet users in each category who say 
they have rated a product, service, or person online. 

Men   29% 
Women 22 

Generation 
Generation Y (Ages 18-27) 30% 
Generation X (28-39) 28 
Trailing Boomers (40-49) 23 
Leading Boomers (50-58) 23 
Matures (59-68) 20 
After work (69 and above) 11 

Race/ethnicity 
White, Non-Hispanic   25% 
Black, Non-Hispanic 22 
Hispanic 27 

Household income 
Less than $30,000/yr   22% 
$30,000-$50,000 24 
$50,000-$75,000 27 
More than $75,000 33 

Educational attainment 
Less than High School   17% 
High School 20 
Some College 29 
College + 30 

Internet access at home 
Dial-up connection 24% 
Broadband connection 32% 
Source:  Pew Internet & American Life Project May-June 2004 tracking survey. N=2,200 
adults 18 and older in full sample and 1,399 internet users. Interviewing dates: 05.14.04 -
06.17.04. Margin of error is ± 3 percentage points at 95% confidence level. 
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• Better connected. Some 32% of those with broadband connections at home have 
participated in online rating systems, compared to 24% of those with dial-up 
connections.    

• More educated and higher income users.  More than 29% of internet users who 
have at least some college education have posted a rating, compared to only 17% 
who have less than a high school diploma.  In households with a combined yearly 
income of over $75,000, one third of those internet users have participated as 
opposed to only 22% of those who live in a household with an income of less than 
$30,000.   

• Men.  Some 29% of male internet users have created an online rating, compared 
to 22% of female internet users. 

• Younger users.  Individuals from all generations have taken part in online rating 
systems, although younger users are more likely to have participated than others. 

 
Individuals who have rated something online are also more skeptical of the information 
that is available on the Web.  Thirty-nine percent of those who believe that search 
engines are not fair and unbiased have participated in an online rating system as 
compared to 28% of those who do believe search engines are fair.  Additionally, those 
who are “very confident” in their own internet searching abilities are more likely to have 
posted a rating compared to those who are either “not too confident” or “not at all 
confident” in their own abilities, 35% to 11%.   
 
While the 2004 Pew Internet & American Life survey shows that a quarter of internet 
users have rated something online, results from the same survey demonstrate that online 
rating systems are still less utilized than some types of internet activities.  For example, 
93% of internet users send email, 84% use an online search engine, and 42% send instant 
messages.   
 
However, the number of users who have posted a rating online is comparable to the 
numbers of internet users who have participated in other common online activities.  The 
26% of internet users who post ratings is roughly the same amount as the 29% who listen 
to live or recorded radio broadcasts over the Web, and slightly more than the 20% that 
download music files onto their own computer.   
 
These figures come from a Pew Internet survey of 1,399 internet users in a nationwide 
phone survey that was conducted from May 14 to June 17, 2004.  The margin of error 
was plus or minus three percentage points. 
 
The Pew Internet & American Life Project is a non-profit, non-partisan research 
organization funded by the Pew Charitable Trusts to examine the social impact of the 
internet. The Project does not advocate on any policy issues.  
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