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With the Texas telecommunications deregulation bill in 1995 (PURA 95) and the passage of the 1996
Telecommunications Act, more telecommunications-based firms are poised to offer services in Texas. The
Internet, an important component of the growth in this sector, may be especially significant to a state like
Texas with numerous high-tech businesses as well as large rural expanses. To understand how people in the
state are currently using telecommunications and computers and to explore their attitudes toward
deregulation and electronic privacy issues, a series of questions were placed by the Texas
Telecommunications Policy Institute on the Texas Poll (a collaborative effort between Scripps-Howard and
the University of Texas at Austin), which surveys a random sample of 1,000 Texans on a quarterly basis.

When asked the possible benefits of deregulation, many people throughout the state envisioned improved
and expanded telecommunications services, but they also expect to pay more for the upgrades. Additionally,
while Dallas, Houston, and Austin are known as the Texas high-tech trio, our study indicates that computer
and telecommunication use varies significantly among these three cities. In some categories, one or more of
the cities trail the statewide average. Across the state, many respondents reported concerns about how
personal records are being used in an era of database buying and selling. Survey results suggest that a great
deal more work must be done to guarantee privacy in the electronic environment.

Computer Use

Our survey found that Austin has a higher percentage of computer users and Internet surfers than other
Texas cities surveyed. Nearly seven out of ten Austinites (68 percent) use computers, compared to about 58
percent of Dallas and Houston residents. Nearly 70 percent of all capital area residents with home computers
have Internet connections, while only about half of Dallas and 43 percent of Houston home computer users
are hooked to the global communications network. In comparison, about 43 percent of Texans outside the
three major cities have Internet access.

Texans on the whole use computers frequently: more than 60 percent are at their computers at least five
days a week, either at work or in the home. That number increases in the metropolitan areas, especially
Dallas where nearly seven out of every ten computer users reach for the mouse and keyboard every
workday. In fact, metroplex residents divide their computer time fairly evenly between home and work.
Austin computer users, however, are more likely to click away at home (76.5 percent) than at work (67.6
percent). And both Austin (37.5 percent) and Dallas (40 percent) residents are more likely than their
Houston counterparts (31.1 percent) to do some work at home using computers.



Houston parallels the statewide figures for computer use in schools (18.5 percent compared to 20 percent
statewide) and in libraries (5.3 percent compared to 3.3 percent statewide), suggesting the importance of
these more publicly available access points. In contrast, figures for adults in Austin and Dallas using
computers in schools and libraries are much lower, perhaps a reflection of their higher penetration rates for
computers at home.

Dallas and Austin residents connected to the Internet spend quite a bit of time there (table 1). Of those with
Internet access, 37 percent of Dallas respondents and nearly 35 percent of those in Austin spend five or
more hours per week online. About 13 percent in each city are online more than eleven hours per week.
Houston, on the other hand, may still be more interested in outer space than cyberspace: only 7.5 percent of
those with Internet access spend five hours or more online each weekprobably the minimum time
necessary to be productiveand only 2.5 percent use the Internet for more than eleven hours per week.

In the three metropolitan areas and throughout Texas, home computers are most frequently used for school
and work purposes. Overall, 34 percent of Texans say the main use of their home computer is job-related,
and 27 percent report its use is school-related. Roughly 10 percent cited "entertainment" as the primary use
for their home computers, except in Dallas where schoolwork and entertainment each attract about 17
percent of users, and another 19.1 percent listed home finance uses. While Austinites report more school-
related and job-related computer use, they are less likely than the average Texan to exploit home finance
capabilities (16.7 percent compared to 19.8 percent statewide). In Houston, school and job-related functions
occupy about equal percentage of users while entertainment (9.8 percent) and home finance (11.5 percent)
fall well below the average.

Other Technologies

Dallas, Houston, and Austin area residents take advantage of sophisticated telecommunications
infrastructure to keep in touch and manage their communications needs (table 2). As might be expected, the
use of value-added phone services such as caller ID, call waiting/forwarding, and voice mail in these three
high-tech cities far exceeds that of Texas as a whole. Even answering machines are more common in these
areas, penetrating a whopping 75 percent of Austin homes and significantly high percentages in Dallas (68.5
percent) and Houston (65.8 percent), compared to a 59.4 percent average statewide.

Residents of these three metropolitan areas also report significantly higher pager and cell phone use than the
rest of the state. More than 34 percent of Houston respondents report using pagers and about 38 percent use
cell phones. At 40 percent, Austin cell phone use exceeds the state average of 33 percent. Patterns of
multiple phone line use appear similar across the state, although total multiline penetration is slightly higher
in Austin. The addition of new phone lines appears to be closely related to the growing interest in Internet
access from home, and certainly many telephone companies have identified this as a growth area.

Deregulation and Privacy

Roughly 80 percent of the respondents around the state confessed they knew little or nothing about recent
deregulation moves. While an enthusiastic minority (16 percent on average) believes that deregulation will
produce many benefits, more (about 49 percent on average) foresee few advantages. Those in the Austin
area seem more optimistic22.8 percent believe they will benefit from deregulation quite a bitthan the
respondents in Dallas, only 16.2 percent of whom reported similar levels of enthusiasm. In response to
specific questions about deregulation outcomes, however, people seem to agree that there will be more
equipment in schools, new services, and more choices. Among Dallas respondents, 73.3 percent believe
deregulation will provide more choices, 79.1 percent foresee better equipment for schools, and 81.5 percent
predict new telecommunications services. Austin and Houston results follow a similar pattern.



However, more telecommunications and electronics networks are accompanied by privacy threats. About
76.5 percent of our sample reported being concerned or very concerned about the use of electronic records
containing personal information. When asked what sorts of information should be publicly available in
purchased databases, 74.4 percent said that their mailing address should not be available. Even more people,
84 percent, objected to their medical information being accessible in electronic databases that could be
bought and sold. Roughly half of those people with e-mail find it acceptable that their e-mail address be
publicly available.

The extent to which people feel their private information is safe and being used responsibly by the
commercial sector may have significant influence on the development of Internet commerce. We asked
people about their confidence in banks, employers, credit card companies, and businesses selling over the
Internet with respect to handling of personal data. Credit card companies and the wave of new Internet
businesses do not receive strong confidence ratings from Texans: 59 percent were either not very confident
or not at all confident that personal, confidential information was being handled properly by credit card
companies; the figure was 61.4 percent for Internet companies. Somewhat in contrast, 27.8 percent of
respondents expressed low confidence in employers’ use of data and 31.9 percent felt similarly about banks’
use of personal data. In an absolute sense, these ratings are still somewhat surprising and suggest some
general insecurity about how these essential institutions conduct their record keeping and sharing.

Deregulation among telecommunications service providers is moving quickly now, particularly at the state
policy level. At the same time, Texans heavily use the services telecommunications industries bring to us.
Our data suggest that inequities in computer access and use should be investigated further so that the best
social and economic outcomes can be obtained. The prospects for electronic commerce seem very bright in
this state, where Internet use is relatively high, but people’s privacy concerns must be heeded by businesses.

Table 1

Amount of Time Texans Spend on the Internet

(percentages)

 

Number of
hours

Dallas Houston Austin Rest of
Texas

3 to 4 10.0 20.0 17.4 10.3

5 to 10 24.3 5.0 21.7 13.7

11 to 20 1.4 2.5 8.7 6.0

More than
20

11.4 0 4.3 5.1

 
Table 2

Types of Technologies Texans Use

(percentages)

 



Technology Dallas Houston Austin Rest of
Texas

Caller ID 37.5 40.0 44.7 32.8

Call
wait/forward

58.8 65.8 70.8 48.8

Voice mail 27.9 19.4 20.8 13.1

Answering
machine

68.5 65.8 75.0 59.4

Pager 31.5 34.4 27.1 19.8

Cell phone 33.6 37.5 39.6 32.8

Multiple
phone lines

    

Two lines 27.8 28.6 27.1 28.5

Three lines 5.0 7.5 10.4 6.6

Four or more 4.5 1.2 2.1 2.5

Total multiple
lines

37.3 37.3 39.6 37.6
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