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Ofcom Adults’ Media Use and Attitudes – Highlights from Ofcom’s 2020/21 Research 

 
Aims 
Ofcom’s media literacy research explores the extent to which people are able to use, understand and create 
media and communications. We began our adults’ research in 2005, and the latest reports were published in 
April 2021: Adults’ Media Use and Attitudes, an annual quantitative report providing evidence on media use, 
attitudes and understanding among adults aged 16+; and Adults’ Media Lives 2020, the sixteenth year of a 
qualitative study following largely the same 18 adults to provide in-depth insight into the role of media in their 
day-to-day lives. The quantitivative report includes a particular focus on digitial exclusion and also critical 
understanding of the online environment.  

 
 
Key Findings 
 
Digital exclusion media take-up and use 

• The Adults’ Media Lives study found that the pandemic had been the catalyst for a step-change in digital skills 
for some participants. Several participants with limited digital skills had embraced new technology and become 
more confident online.  

• However, 6% of households still did not have access to the internet in March 2021 and this could be particularly 
disempowering in the current climate. This suggests a decrease in the proportion of households without internet 
access, from 11% in March 2020. However, due to an enforced methodology change, this decrease should be 
seen as indicative only. 

• Among the minority who remain offline, the main reasons for not having access were that the internet was seen 
as too complicated, not needed or too expensive. 

• Narrow internet users (who complete fewer activities online) were less likely to feel confident online and 
generally had a lower than average critical understanding of the online environment.  

• 10% of internet users only used a smartphone to go online. This was more likely among those aged 25-34, in the 
DE socio-economic group, and more likely among women than men. Smartphone-only internet users were more 
likely than average to be narrow internet users. 
 

Digital media use and activities 
• In 2020, a broad range of devices were used to go online. Smartphones were the most likely device used to go 

online by 85% of internet users.  
• With restrictions limiting face-to-face services and interactions, many activities were being conducted online. A 

large majority of internet users were going online to communicate, find public service information, buy things, 
use online banking and seek out entertainment. 

• A majority of adults were gaming in 2020; 62% of adults were playing games on any type of device. In particular, 
a vast majority of younger adults were gaming; 92% of 16-24s played games on any device and 67% were doing 
so online, with or against other people.  

• Younger adults were more varied in their social media use and more likely than average to have a profile on 
most sites or apps, whereas older social media users heavily favoured Facebook. 
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Critical understanding 
• Most internet users were not aware of all the ways in which companies can collect their personal data online. 

The most common reasons that internet users gave for allowing companies to collect and use their data were 
having appropriate reassurances on the protection and use of their data: including that they can opt out at any 
point and the company will stop using their data; or that their information will not be shared with other 
companies.  

• Some internet users were unaware of the potential for inaccurate or biased information online; 3% of internet 
users believed that all information they find online is truthful, 30% thought most is, and 24% didn’t even think 
about whether the information they find is truthful or not.  

• A gap persists between confidence in recognising advertising online and actual awareness. 84% of internet users 
were confident that they could recognise advertising online. But only 62% of search engine users identified paid-
for listings in search results and understood that this was the only reason those results appeared at the top of 
the list. 

 
Policy Context 
This research helps policy stakeholders understand adults’ media environment. 
 
 
Methodology 
The report draws primarily on the Ofcom Adults’ Media Literacy Tracker which in previous years has been 
conducted face-to-face, in-home using Computer Assisted Personal Interviewing (CAPI). In 2020, due to the 
Covid-19 pandemic, it was not possible to conduct the research in this way. For this study, a combination of a 
postal sample, with respondents either completing the survey online or through being sent a paper 
questionnaire, and an online panel was used. We interviewed a sample of 3,015 adults aged 16+, from October 
2020 to January 2021. Additional research into digital exclusion was conducted via supplementary CATI 
(telephone) omnibus survey to provide Ofcom with some key statistics that were not as easily gathered using 
other methodologies. 
 
Our Adults’ Media Lives research is a qualitative, longitudinal, ethnographic video-based project which has been 
running since 2005. The research has followed the same (as far as possible) 18 participants over time, 
interviewing them at home to understand their relationship with digital media. This year, 60-minute interviews 
were conducted online via Zoom. 
 
 
Source www.ofcom.org.uk/research-and-data/media-literacy-research/adults (published April 2021) 
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