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Abstract
Companies collect personally identifiable information that website visitors are not always
comfortable sharing. One proposed remedy is to use economics rather than legislation to
address privacy risks by creating a market place for privacy where website visitors would
choose to accept or reject offers for small payments in exchange for loss of privacy. The notion
of micropayments for privacy has not been realized in practice, perhaps because advertisers
might be willing to pay a penny per name and IP address, yet few people would sell their
contact information for only a penny.1 In this paper we contend that the time to read privacy
policies is, in and of itself, a form of payment. Instead of receiving payments to reveal
information, website visitors must pay with their time to research policies in order to retain
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We calculated the time to read policies as the word length of common privacy policies times 250
WPM, which is a typical reading rate for people with a high school education.39
Table 1: Times to read entire privacy policies for average readers

Word
Count

Reading Rate

Time to Read One Policy

Short Policy
(First Quartile)

2,071

/

250 WPM

=

8 minutes

Medium Policy
(Median)

2,514

/

250 WPM

=

10 minutes

Long Policy
(Third Quartile)

3,112

/

250 WPM

=

12 minutes

As seen in Table 1, we find that it takes about eight to twelve minutes to read privacy policies
on the most popular sites, with a point estimate of ten minutes per policy. These estimates may
be slightly low due to the jargon and advanced vocabulary in privacy policies. In addition,
some people read more slowly online than on paper, which may also make these time estimates
slightly low.

2.1.2 Measured Time to Skim Policies
Internet users might be more likely to skim privacy policies to find answers to their questions,
or to contrast between two policies, rather than to read the policies word-for-word as
envisioned in the prior section. We performed an online-study that asked participants to find
the answers to questions posed about privacy protections based on the text of a privacy policy.
We based our questions on concerns people have about online privacy, as studied by Cranor et
al.40 We asked five questions including “Does this policy allow Acme to put you on an email
marketing list?” and “Does the website use cookies?” All answers were multiple choice, rather
than short answer, so the act of answering should not have substantially increased the time to
address these questions.
To ensure our results were not overly swayed by one unique policy, participants were
presented with one of six different policies of varying lengths. In all, we had 212 participants
from which we removed 44 outliers.41 We found that the time required to skim policies does not
Ronald P. Carver, “Is Reading Rate Constant or Flexible?” Reading Research Quarterly 18, no. 2
(Winter 1983): 199, http://www.jstor.org/stable/747517.
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Cranor, Guduru, and Arjula, “User Interfaces for Privacy Agents,” 167 (see n. 17).
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During online studies, participants are sometimes distracted by other tasks. We eliminated
data points that were clearly implausible, for instance, taking 5 hours to complete a set of tasks
that typically takes 20 minutes. In similar studies we have also seen responses indicative of
“clicking through” the answers without reading the text. While we did have a few very speedy
respondents that could mathematically be identified as outliers, we chose to retain them. For
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Bureau of Labor Statistics finds an average hourly wage of $17.93 for March, 2008.52 That gives
us estimates of $35.86/hour for the opportunity cost of reading privacy policies at work and
$4.48/hour for the opportunity cost of reading privacy policies at home as seen below in Table
6.
Table 6: Estimates for the value of time to read online privacy policies

Location

3

Average value of time

Home

$ 4.48 / hour

Work

$ 35.86 / hour

Time and Economic Value to Read Privacy Policies

In this section we use the inputs from section 2 to estimate how much time it would take for an
individual to read the policies of each website she visits annually. We then use those time
estimates as the basis for calculating the value of that time. In both cases we look at national
figures as well as individuals.

3.1

Amount of Time to Read Privacy Policies

We multiplied the estimates for the number of unique sites American Internet users visit
annually (section 2.3) by the time to read or skim privacy policies (sections 2.1.1 and 2.1.2) and
by the estimated 221 million Americans online.53
Table 7: Annual time estimates for reading and skimming online privacy policies

Estimate

Individual time
to read

Individual time
to skim

National time to
read

National time to
skim

Lower bound

181 hours / year

81 hours / year

39.9 billion hours
/ year

17.9 billion hours
/ year

Point Estimate

244 hours / year

154 hours / year

53.8 billion hours
/ year

33.9 billion hours
/ year

Upper bound

304 hours / year

293 hours / year

67.1 billion hours
/ year

64.8 billion hours
/ year

Bureau of Labor Statistics, Table B-3. Average hourly and weekly earnings of production and
nonsupervisory workers on private nonfarm payrolls by industry sector and selected industry
detail, http://stats.bls.gov/news.release/empsit.t16.htm.
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Nielsen/Net Ratings, “Nielsen Online Reports” (see n. 44).
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Estimate
Lower
bound

Point

Upper
bound

Individual cost
to read

Individual cost
to skim

National cost
to read

National cost
to skim

$2,533 / year

$1,140 / year

(work: $1,970;
home: $563)

(work: $886;
home: $253)

$559.7 billion /
year

$251.9 billion /
year

(work: $435 B;
home: $124 B)

(work: $196 B;
home: $56 B)

$3,534 / year

$2,226 / year

(work: $2,791;
home: $743)

(work: $1,758;
home: $468)

$781 billion /
year

$492 billion /
year

(work: $617 B;
home: $164 B)

(work: $389 B;
home: $103 B)

$5,038 / year

$4,870 / year

(work: $4,203;
home: $835)

(work: $4,063;
home: $807)

$1.1 trillion /
year

$1.1 trillion /
year

(work: $929 B;
home: $184 B)

(work: $898 B;
home: $178 B)

We estimate that if all American Internet users were to annually read online privacy policies
word-for-word each time they visited a new site, the nation would lose the value of about $781
billion from the opportunity cost value of the time to read privacy policies.
Again, to put this in perspective, in 2005 the average cost to connect to the Internet was
$237/year for dial up and $508/year for high speed access.60 This suggests the value of time lost
to reading privacy policies would eclipse the cost of high speed Internet access, several times
over. In 2007, United States online sales were approximately $260 billion61more than the cost
to businesses if their employees were to read privacy policies on corporate time.

4

Discussion and Conclusions

We estimate that reading privacy policies carries costs in time of approximately 201 hours a
year, worth about $3,534 annually per American Internet user. Nationally, if Americans were to
read online privacy policies word-for-word, we estimate the value of time lost as about $781
billion annually.
These estimates presume that people visit sites, read the policies once a year, and then carry on
their business as before. Yet the FTC vision of self-regulation presumes that, at least for
consumer sites, Internet users will visit multiple sites to comparison shop for acceptable privacy
Scott J. Savage and Donald Waldman, “Broadband Internet access, awareness, and use:
Analysis of United States household data,” Telecommunications Policy 29, no. 8 (2005): 615.
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“Online sales spike 19 percent,” CNN Money.com (May 14, 2007),
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