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EXECUTIVE SUMMARY

Canadians whose sole residential telephone service is provided by cellular telephone 
rather than by landline telephone service or a combination of the two constitute a small 
but increasing proportion of households in Canada. According to Statistics Canada’s 
Residential Telephone Service Survey (RTSS) of December 2006, 5% of Canadians 
reported that a cellular phone was their sole source of residential telephony.  These 
individuals are thus excluded, by definition, from public opinion survey research 
conducted through the conventional—and still prevalent—method of calling households 
at random from a list of landline telephone numbers.

In January 2008, Public Works and Government Services Canada (PWGSC) 
commissioned Ekos Research Associates to conduct a survey of Canadian cellular-
telephone-only households. The project had several objectives. They were:

 To provide information to help government departments and agencies assess the 
feasibility of conducting surveys with cellular telephone subscribers in addition to 
landline telephone subscribers;

 To compare the current demographic characteristics of the cellular-telephone-only 
households with those of the Canadian population at large; a significant degree of 
difference between the two groups would indicate a need for including cellular-
telephone-only subscribers in future surveys;

 To measure the use of, and attitudes toward Internet technology among cellular-
telephone-only households; a large degree of difference between the two groups 
would indicate a need for including cellular-telephone-only subscribers in surveys 
on this topic;

 To compare responses between cellular-telephone-only households and those 
from landline telephone households and Internet households to assess levels of 
nonresponse bias in each of the three modes;

 To measure these respondents to a number of questions regarding their use of, and 
attitudes toward certain interactive Internet applications that are sometimes 
referred to as “Web 2.0” applications. The cellular-telephone-only survey used a 
portion of the questions used in two larger surveys (one landline telephone and 
one online) conducted by Agriculture and Agri-Food Canada (AAFC) and other 
departments and agencies as part of the New Technologies (“Web 2.0”) and 
Government of Canada Communications project . Comparisons of the results 
from all three survey delivery modes—landline, online, and cellular telephone—
therefore provide a better understanding of using these survey modes, either 
separately or in combination, when conducting public opinion research.

The analytical portion of this report first presents the results and conclusions from the 
cellular-telephone-only survey. It then addresses comparisons between the cellular-
telephone-only results with the results of the landline and the online surveys. 



The sample selection, interviewing and data base construction were conducted by Ekos 
Research Associates. The analytical portion of this report was conducted, written and 
prepared by Arcturus Solutions. The sampling frame was provided by ASDE Survey 
Sampler.

RESULTS, CONCLUSIONS, AND APPLICATIONS

Cellular-telephone-only households

Persons in cellular-telephone-only households, as a group, have a number of demographic 
characteristics that distinguish them from the Canadian population as a whole. In 
particular, compared to the general population as a whole, persons in cellular-telephone-
only households have the following characteristics:

 they are younger  : sixty-eight percent are 34 years of age or younger, compared to 
30% in the general Canadian population;

 more likely to be male  : sixty-nine percent are male, compared to 49% in the 
general population; 

 report lower household income  : thirty-one percent report less than $15,000 annual 
household income, compared to 7.3% of the general population, and;

 live in smaller households  : seventy-five percent live in households with two or 
fewer individuals, compared to 62% of the general population.

Cellular-telephone-only householders also exhibit behaviours and attitudes regarding 
Internet use that are different from those of Canadians in general. In particular:

 longer duration of Internet use  : Internet users among cellular-telephone-only 
householders are online for significantly longer durations than are Internet users 
more generally—although their incidence of Internet use is comparable to that 
reported in surveys of Canadian households overall;

 greater use of Web 2.0 applications  : cellular-telephone-only respondents use the 
Web 2.0 applications assessed in this survey with greater frequency than was 
observed in the random sample (i.e. landline RDD) of Canadian households; and

 fewer age-related differences  : 

o the lower level in terms of hours of Internet use, typical of older Canadian 
Internet users relative to younger ones, is not apparent among older 
cellular-telephone-only householders;



o there were fewer age-related differences in the use of Web 2.0 applications 
among cellular-telephone-only householders than was observed in the 
random sample of Canadian households.

The results of this study will be used in the following ways by the Government of 
Canada:

 to assess the utility of the cellular telephone in comparison to the landline 
telephone and the Internet as methods of conducting surveys with the Canadian 
population;

 to determine whether or not results from cellular telephone surveys can be directly 
comparable with surveys conducted by landline telephone and the Internet;

 to compare the demographic composition of the cellular-telephone only household 
population with the population contacted in a landline telephone survey and an 
Internet survey;

 to help departments and agencies of the Government of Canada and survey 
research organizations determine the need for conducting interviews with cellular-
only-households as a replacement for or to incorporate into landline telephone 
samples. 

The results of this survey have been disseminated through formal presentations to the two 
largest bodies in Canada that will be able to use the results of the research in their own 
work:

1) the Community of Practice for Public Opinion Research of the Government of Canada, 
an informal network of public opinion and social marketing researchers in departments 
and agencies of the Government of Canada; the results were presented to this group on 
June 19, 2008;

2) the Marketing Research and Intelligence Association (http://www.mria-arim.ca), a 
national association that represents Canada’s marketing research industry and the 
discipline of marketing research with respect to promotion of standards, education and 
knowledge-sharing. The results of this research were presented to the Marketing 
Research and Intelligence Association at its annual conference in May 2008.

http://www.mria-arim.ca/


BENEFITS AND DRAWBACKS OF THE DIFFERENT RESEARCH MODES

Although landline random-digit-dialing (RDD) landline telephone surveys remain the 
most effective survey method for reaching a broad base of Canadians, negative shifts in 
attitudes toward research, supported by technologies like Calling Number Identification, 
are steadily increasing the risk of non-response biases in public opinion research 
conducted by that method. As well, as the proportion of cellular-telephone-only 
households continues to rise in Canada, the demographic reach of landline samples will 
correspondingly continue to decline.

Online panel surveys are typically less expensive and more rapidly completed than 
landline RDD surveys. As well, the appeal of this method has increased as the 
demographics of Internet users have become more and more comparable to the Canadian 
population in general. Still, important attitudinal and demographic differences persist, and 
understanding the method of panel recruitment and overall panel composition is key to 
determining the applicability of an Internet panel survey to a given research objective.

Cellular-telephone surveys may provide a means for reaching the increasingly difficult-
to-reach demographic of young Canadians and, in particular, young Canadian males. 
However, the results of survey mode comparisons reported here show that cellular-
telephone-only householders differ in certain Internet-related attitudes and behaviours 
from Canadians in general. It cannot be determined—on the basis of the limited set of 
questions asked in this survey—whether or not the differences observed here are part of a 
larger constellation of attitudinal and behavioural differences that distinguish cellular-
telephone-only subscribers from other Canadians. We believe that these differences are 
sufficient, however, to warrant caution when considering the use a cellular-telephone-
only sample frame to characterize public opinion more generally.
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