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Abstract
information and Communication technologies (iCts) have altered and became an 

important part of habits and customs within all social environments. this is no less true 
for universities. since the mid 90s, the spreading of the internet has caused changes 
in all aspects of university life. the ways in which we learn, teach, research, read and 
communicate have all changed; and of course, iCts have also made accessing know-
ledge and information easier.

in this sense, the main aim of this study was to gain a full understanding of the 
habits and uses (teo, 2001) of university students as regards iCts, with particular em-
phasis on their use of the internet.

the results of this study were obtained through an investigation between the stu-
dents of the university of alicante (spain) during 2005. the research technique used to 
obtain data were an electronic survey, and the final sample consisted of 5.169 cases, 
from a population of 29.657 students. 

the results show that the effects of the digital divide are minimal within the uni-
versity population and the digital illiteracy amongst students is minimal but in spite of 
that the majority of users only display passive uses of the internet. a more plausible 
reason of these results would seem to be that large multinationals aim to control an 
open space such as the internet, establishing their own use agenda and indicating 
how the internet should be used and with which content. 
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Aims and Methodology

since the mid 90s, the spreading of technologies such as the internet, e-mail and 
mobile phones has caused changes in all aspects of university life. the ways in which 
we study, learn, teach, research, access universities, read and communicate have all 
changed; and of course, iCts have also made accessing knowledge and information 
easier.

as regards communication methods, it is clear that the relationship between stu-
dents and lecturers has changed both quantitatively and qualitatively. the same has 
occurred with the access to and use of information (nasir, 2003). it is therefore essen-
tial to understand how information is accessed from a sociological point of view (Mar-
tinez Gras, 2003). it is important to try and better the understanding of the digital divide 
(norris, 2001) that exists among university students within a public spanish university. 
it is fundamental to understand whether the digital divide exists due to a lack of inter-
net access facilities or whether it is linked to a lack of education and training in the use 
of iCts (Chinn and Fairlie, 2007). it should also be noted that the digital divide could be a 
result of inadequate or insufficient use of these technologies. it would, therefore, also 
be useful to find out how university students use these iCts, differentiating between 
non-interactive or passive use, in other words, searching, consulting and using online 
products; and interactive use, better known as Web 2.0, which, for example, enables 
the ordinary user to upload all kinds of content (Beer and Burrows, 2007).

the research was undertaken with the objective to take a first look at how univer-
sity students really make use of iCts. as regards future research however, it would be 
advisable to carry out a more in-depth study from both a qualitative and quantitative 
point of view in order to fully understand this issue.

the main aim of this study was to gain a full understanding of the habits, uses and 
opinions of university students as regards iCts, with particular emphasis on their use 
of the internet and their related habits.

in terms of methods used, the self-administered e-survey was used for data col-
lection. the population under study was made up of students enrolled at the universi-
ty of alicante during the 2004-2005 academic year. the final sample of student partici-
pants in the survey totalled 5169. Rodolfo Martínez Gras was in charge of the technical 
management of the study and received technical support from the university of ali-
cante Computer service and institutional support from the university of alicante Pro-
vice-chancellor’s offices of both technology and institutional Relations.
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Some key results

as regards the habits of university students concerning internet use, it is impor-
tant to mention that almost all students (97.5%) have more than one year’s experience 
using the internet. likewise, it is interesting to highlight that more than 75% of them 
have been surfing the internet for more than five years. 

%

Before 1997 14,7

1997 9,7
1998 14,0
1999 16,1
2000 20,0
2001 10,1
2002 7,8
2003 4,4
2004 2,4
2005 ,0

TAbLE 1 – IN wHIcH YEAR DID YOU START TO USE THE INTERNET  

(ANY kIND Of USE: www, MAIL, fTP...)?

in terms of how often they use the internet, around 80% of those polled access 
the internet every day or almost every day. also, almost all of the university students 
surveyed own a personal computer and mobile phone, and the majority also have in-
ternet access.

%

 Mobile phone 90.5

PC – desktop 84.1

internet 79.8

TAbLE 2 – IcTS AT HOME
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%

several times a day 41,3

every day or almost every day 38,2

several times a week 16,9

once a week 2,2

two or three times a month ,8

once a month or less ,1

less than once a month ,0

never or almost never ,1

TAbLE 3 – REGARDLESS Of wHERE YOU AccESS THE INTERNET,  

HOw OfTEN DO YOU USE IT?

the data shows that the student body is used to and familiar with using the inter-
net, sMs / MMs messaging (mobile phone text messaging service) and e-mail,  indi-
cating that university students have acquired at least the basic skills, experience and 
training, to varying degrees, to be able to use the iCts. therefore the internet, as an 
information tool, is well-known and commonly used. another issue is how they use it, 
which will be explained later on.

fIGURE 1 – SMS MObILE PHONE MESSAGES - SENDS / DAY
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fIGURE 2 – E-MAILS - SENDS / DAY

in terms of the use of services offered by the internet, it can be seen that the 
most frequently used services are websites, followed by email and the downloading 
of audio, video or software files. it is interesting to note that those services that re-
quire you to take part in or to publish or share personal content, such as blogs, foru-
ms or news services are not as frequently used by students as other aforementioned 
services.

%

Web pages 91.7

e-mail 91.1

audio, video or software downloads 48.8

interactive chats, iRC, Messenger 29.9

Forums, news services, blogs, usenet 5.2

TAbLE 4 – fROM THE fOLLOwING LIST Of INTERNET SERVIcES,  

wHIcH THREE DO YOU USE MOST OfTEN?

as regards activities undertaken by the students on the internet, it can be seen 
that the majority use the net to search for information or data (93.1%). this result is 
particularly important, as given that the study deals with university students only, it 
could be assumed that all students search for information and this is not the case ac-

2,54

49,46

41,17

6,83

0 10 20 30 40 50 60

No one

Less than 1 per
day

Between 1 and 5
per day

More than 5 per
day

%



22  |  MedIA&JORnAlISMO

ROdOlfO MARTínez GRAS

cording to our results. the second most frequently undertaken internet activity by uni-
versity students is searching for information concerning leisure or free time (69.2%). 
Finally, it is important to indicate that relatively few students use the internet to keep 
themselves up to date with current affairs, only 57.4% state that they use the internet 
to read the news.

%

search for information or data 93.1

Queries concerning leisure or free time 69.2

Reading the news 57.4

TAbLE 5 – fROM THE fOLLOwING LIST Of AcTIVITIES,  

PLEASE SELEcT THE ONES YOU USUALLY USE THE INTERNET fOR 

in relation to student internet use and as regards the question on how much use 
they make of the university bibliographic catalogue, it is particularly significant that 
most students (62%) do not know of it, have never used it or use it very little. it is im-
portant to note that the university bibliographic catalogue is the only catalogue throu-
gh which students can access information on the bibliographic resources available 
at the different libraries on campus. 

With this data, we can state that university students use the internet to search for 
information, although, funnily enough, very few use the university’s bibliographic ca-
talogue, which offers access to resources that have been reviewed in some way or 
another, either by publishers, lecturers or technical librarians. this supports the the-
ory that students prefer to access public content and texts on the internet, regardless 
of whether they have been reviewed or not.

as has been seen up to now, university students use internet resources passively. 
therefore it can be expected that they visit websites to consult information and down-
load files, but not to publish content on the internet. this is reflected in the low num-
ber of students who use blogs or post comments in forums. Furthermore, this attitude 
is supported by the fact that only 11% of students have their own webpage published 
on a free site that the university offers to all students.

in sum, from the results obtained in this research, the following facts can be drawn:
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almost all of the university students surveyed own a personal computer and the 
majority also have internet access. it should be noted that the university itself offers 
the use of computers and free internet access to all its students. thus from an infras-
tructural point of view, the effects of the digital divide are minimal within the universi-
ty population. therefore, difficulties in accessing infrastructures cannot be conside-
red to be a factor in the social divide amongst the university population that we have 
analysed, as regards access to knowledge.

university students have experience in using the internet, given that the majori-
ty have been familiar with the tool for more than three years. Furthermore, records 
show that they access the internet on a daily basis. as a result, it can be clearly sta-
ted that possible digital illiteracy amongst students is minimal (Hargittai, 2002). this 
data also shows that knowledge of iCts is not a conclusive criterion that may help to 
explain the divide in access to knowledge, at least not in the population group that is 
under study here.

However, it should be highlighted that, despite dealing with a university population, 
use of iCts is very limited (underwood, 2007). in general, the opportunities offered by 
the internet, such as a new environment in which to mix, interact and communicate 
with others, are not taken advantage of, given that the majority of users only use the 
internet passively, in other words, they only use it to search for information. there are 
relatively few students who use the internet to publish their own content using any 
of the options on offer through this technology (blogs, personal web pages, forums, 
etc.). in sum, the usage gap is related to the evolution of the information society (van 
dijk & Hacker, 2003).

Conclusions

Perhaps we should be considering the reasons why a segment of the population 
that is educated in and familiar with the use of  iCts, and that is traditionally critical, 
non-conformist and, in general, highly dynamic, uses this tool so passively when the 
internet is potentially such an active and revolutionary tool. 

the internet is essentially used to search for academic, informative and commer-
cial information; in the same way that encyclopaedias, commercial directories and 
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newspapers or the specialised press have been traditionally used. the internet is also 
used as a form of entertainment (espinar, et al., 2006); in the same way that the tele-
vision has been traditionally used. Furthermore, the internet is also used as a content 
supplier, just as people have traditionally used offline suppliers. it is true that space 
and time restrictions are overcome, but the internet is still used in an extremely limi-
ted manner.

it could be that we are still at a primitive stage as regards internet use and con-
sequently, the tool has not yet blossomed in pursuit of a more egalitarian, participati-
ve and critical internet. it seems that Web 2.0 is not achieving this either. in addition, 
we have precedents, such as the television, a medium about which much has been 
written and which, on more than one occasion, has been set up as the world’s demo-
cratizing element or the tool that was going to spread and disseminate education and 
knowledge throughout the world. However, the reality is that with the 21st century in 
full swing, content offered by network television is controlled by a few multinational 
companies (Warf, 2007) and is more closely linked to a numbing of and an acculturisa-
tion of the masses rather than to training and educating the population. it seems that 
the internet is going down the same path.

it is however necessary to continue researching, both from a quantitative and qua-
litative point of view, how iCts are used and especially how the internet is used. We 
should aim to study why a characteristic user profile, such as that of students, uses 
the internet in such a limited, passive, standard and superficial way when it is poten-
tially a great revolutionary environment. it could be that society is still not yet ready 
to make optimum use of the internet. a more plausible reason however, would seem 
to be that large multinationals aim to control an open space such as the internet, es-
tablishing their own use agenda and indicating how the internet should be used and 
with which content. if this is the case, it seems that we are witnessing a programme 
of content on a few web portals hat have been established by multinationals, thereby 
undertaking something akin to internet agenda setting, which could cause, in the me-
dium and long term, a great knowledge gap between the majority of internet users, 
who use the internet passively and focussing on entertainment; and a small elite, who 
provide internet content and take advantage of all aspects of the internet. 
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