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Willingness of Canadians to use a contact tracing application
by Nicole Aitken, Martin Turcotte and Fei-Ju Yang

With the loosening of COVID-19 restriction measures, public health authorities and governments are reflecting 
on additional solutions to mitigate the spread of the virus. One way to achieve that goal in communities is to use 
contact tracing applications, as a complement to current manual contact tracing efforts by health authorities. Most 
of these applications use smartphone Bluetooth technology to check whether an individual was in close proximity 
to someone who tested positive for COVID-19 via randomly generated, anonymous codes.1 These applications can 
notify users who have had potential contact with individuals who have the virus and can provide instructions on how 
to get tested and guidance on whether they should self-isolate.

Public health officials are advocating for the practice of contact tracing to help limit the spread of the virus. While 
the Canadian Medical Association and many experts2 stress the merits of tracing contacts digitally with these 
applications, there are also debates about the potential privacy risks3 and concerns about malware exposure.4 Many 
governments around the world are working to implement these applications as a way to help slow the spread of 
COVID-19 as people resume their activities. Although contact tracing applications have not yet been widely used 
by health authorities in Canada,5 the federal government is promoting the voluntary use of a government-backed 
application to be released this summer. 

Governments have struggled with uptake and use of these voluntary applications by their populations.6 Since the 
effectiveness of such applications depends on the proportion of the population that participates, this article explores 
the willingness of Canadians to use voluntary contact tracing applications, whether they would feel comfortable 
sharing data from the application with the government, and reasons why they would not use such an application. 
In addition, differences in willingness and in the reasons for using or not using a contact tracing application are 
explored by demographic characteristics, including region, sex and age. The data used in this article was collected 
June 15 to June 21, 2020 from the third wave of the Canadian Perspectives Survey Series (CPSS).

More than half of Canadians consider it “somewhat likely” or “very likely” that 
they would use a contact tracing application
To help assess Canadians’ interest in and openness to using contact tracing applications, the third iteration of the 
Canadian Perspectives Survey Series presented the following scenario: “Apps are available to report your COVID-19 
symptoms and status, while tracing your movement. If these apps were recommended by public health authorities, 
how likely is it that you would use them?”

One quarter (25%) of Canadians reported that they would be “very likely” to use contact tracing applications, and 
close to one third (31%) said that they would be “somewhat likely” to use them. This suggests that just over half of 
Canadians expressed some degree of support for such applications if they were recommended by public health 

1.	 For details about the different technologies available for digital contact tracing applications, see the Canadian Medical Association article by Kleinman and Merkel 
(2020). 

2.	 e.g., Whitelaw et al. (2020).
3.	 Kleinman and Merkel (2020); Austin et al. (2020).
4.	 Humphreys (2020).
5.	 The exception is ABTraceTogether, which has been used by Alberta Health Services since May 2020. On July 24, the Canadian Digital Service announced that a 

Canadian smartphone app meant to warn users if they’ve been in close contact with someone who tests positive for COVID-19 was entering going into beta testing 
phase.

6.	 Cellan-Jones and Kelion (2020).
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authorities (56%). Of the remaining respondents, 13% were “somewhat unlikely,” 22% were “very unlikely” and 9% 
did not know whether they would use these applications (Table 1). There were no significant differences between 
men and women in their willingness to use these applications.

Table 1
Likelihood of using contact tracing apps if they were recommended by public health authorities, June 2020

Likelihood of using contact tracing apps
Very likely Somewhat likely Somewhat unlikely Very unlikely Don’t know

percent

Total 25 31 13 22 9
Men 24 31 14 22 9
Women 26 30 13 22 10
Age group
15 to 24 16 47 19 11 8
25 to 64 24 28 13 25 9
65 and older 33 28 11 20 9
Region
Atlantic 28 27 13 25 12
Quebec 21 29 17 25 8
Ontario 28 32 11 20 9
Prairies 17 33 15 25 10
British Columbia 30 28 11 22 9
Place of residence in Toronto, Montréal or Vancouver
Yes 30 30 15 19 7
No 22 31 13 24 11
Immigrant status
Born in Canada 21 33 13 24 9
Landed immigrant 36 24 14 17 9
Probability to be vaccinated when a vaccine becomes available
Very likely 32 32 12 16 7
Somewhat likely 15 39 22 18 6
Somewhat unlikely 18 17 23 39 4
Very unlikely 15 16 10 52 7

Note: Totals may not add up to 100 because of rounding.
Source: Canadian Perspectives Survey Series, June 2020

Younger Canadians are more likely than seniors to be socially interacting in larger circles. Specifically, youth aged 
15 to 24 were significantly more likely to say they were not keeping a 2 metre distance from others (32%) and not 
avoiding crowds and large gatherings (18%), compared with seniors aged 65 and older (14% and 9%, respectively).7 

The proportion of people who said they would be “very likely” to use a contact tracing application was lower among 
younger people than among those in older age groups. Among people aged 15 to 24, 16% said they would be “very 
likely” to use such an application, compared with 24% of adults aged 25 to 64 and 33% of seniors aged 65 and older.8 
One factor associated with the potential use of a contact tracing application may be age-related health concerns. 
For example, a recent Statistics Canada crowdsourcing initiative showed that senior participants were significantly 
more likely than younger participants to be concerned about the consequences of COVID-19 on their own health.9

While youth had the lowest proportion of those “very likely” to use a tracing app, the proportion of those who were 
“very unlikely” to use a such an app, however, was highest among working age adults aged 25 to 64 (25%, compared 
with 20% among those aged 65 and older and 11% among those aged 15 to 24). 

7.	 Additional details can be found in a recent Daily report (Statistics Canada, 2020a) and Infographic (Statistics Canada, 2020b) based on CPSS data. 
8.	 When the “very likely” are combined with the “somewhat likely”, support for a tracing app rises to 63% among the youth, compared with 52% among those aged 

25 to 64 and 61% among those aged 65 and older. In this case, differences between age groups were not statistically significant.
9.	 Statistics Canada (2020c).

https://www150.statcan.gc.ca/n1/daily-quotidien/200708/dq200708a-eng.htm
https://www150.statcan.gc.ca/n1/pub/11-627-m/11-627-m2020046-eng.htm
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British Columbia, Ontario and the Atlantic region reported the highest support for using contact tracing applications 
(30%, 28% and 28% of residents in these regions reported that they were “very likely” to use a tracing app, respectively). 
In comparison with Ontario, the Prairie region (17%) had a significantly lower percentage of people indicating they 
would be “very likely” to use such applications. The proportion of people who were “very unlikely” or “somewhat 
unlikely” to use a tracing application was higher in Quebec (42%) than it was in Ontario (31%).

A larger proportion of residents in the census metropolitan areas of Toronto, Montréal and Vancouver were “very 
likely” to use a contact tracing application (30%) than those living in areas of smaller sizes, including rural areas 
(22%). Immigrants, who are more likely to live in larger cities and to be concerned about their personal health,10 
were also significantly more likely (36%) than those born in Canada (21%) to report that they would be “very likely” to 
use a contact tracing application. This is consistent with another recent report that found that immigrants are more 
likely than Canadian-born individuals to continue taking precautions—such as wearing masks, avoiding crowds and 
large gatherings, and keeping a 2 metre distance from others—as COVID-19 safety measures are relaxed.11

Willingness to be vaccinated was also associated with willingness to use contact tracing applications. About 57% 
of Canadians said they would be “very likely” to get vaccinated when a vaccine becomes available.12 Of these, 
32% considered it “very likely” that they would use a contact tracing application. In comparison, among those who 
considered it “very unlikely” that they would be vaccinated, 15% reported that they would be “very likely” to use a 
contact tracing application. 

Potential users are generally comfortable with data from the application being 
shared with government officials
Potential contact tracing application users may still have some reservations about how their personal data are 
used. To evaluate these potential concerns, the survey asked those who reported that they were “somewhat likely” 
or “very likely” to use a contact tracing application whether they were comfortable with data from the application 
being shared with government officials. A majority were comfortable with this (66%), while 21% did not know 
and 13% were uncomfortable sharing their data. Men were significantly more likely (18%) than women (9%) to be 
uncomfortable sharing these data with the government.

Concerns about privacy and government access to location data are the leading 
reasons why people would not use a contact tracing application
There are several reasons why Canadians may not consider using contact tracing applications. For those who 
indicated that they would be “somewhat unlikely” or “very unlikely” to use such an application, the most frequently 
cited reason for not installing it was that they felt it was an invasion of privacy (64%) (Chart 1). 

10.	Statistics Canada (2020d).
11.	Statistics Canada (2020a).
12.	Another 19% said that that they were “somewhat likely” to be vaccinated, 14% said that they were “somewhat” or “very” unlikely and 9% did not know. 
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Source: Canadian Perspectives Survey Series, June 2020.

Chart 1
Reasons why people who were unlikely to use a contact tracing app would not install it, June 2020

Reason for not installing contact tracing app

percent
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I don’t own a smartphone or have a data plan

I don’t believe enough people will install it

I don’t want the government to have access to my location data

I think it is an invasion of privacy

This reason was followed by not wanting the government to have access to their location data (44%), believing that 
not enough people would install it (24%), and not owning a smartphone or having a data plan (17%). Fewer people 
said they would not install a contact tracing application because it would be too much hassle to install (8%) or 
because they did not believe they would catch the virus (4%).

Adults aged 25 to 64 who are reluctant to use a contact tracing application are 
more concerned about the invasion of privacy
There were no differences between men and women or between different regions in terms of the top reasons for 
not wanting to install a contact tracing application. However, there were some significant differences between 
age groups. Among those who said they would be unlikely to use a contact tracing application, adults aged 25 to 
64 expressed the greatest concern about the invasion of privacy (73%). They were about twice as likely as their 
counterparts aged 15 to 24 (43%) and those aged 65 and older (42%) to say they would not install such an application 
because they considered it an invasion of privacy (Chart 2). Such results could explain why people in this age group 
were the most likely to report that they were unlikely to use a tracing app, relative to other age groups.
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* significantly different from reference category (p < 0.05)
Source: Canadian Perspectives Survey Series, June 2020.

Chart 2
Top two reasons for not installing a contact tracing app among those who would not install it, by age group, June 2020
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One challenge in using contact tracing applications successfully is that seniors, who have the highest risk of 
complications or death from COVID-19, are the age group that uses smartphones the least. According to Statistics 
Canada’s Canadian Internet Use Survey,13 the vast majority of Canadians aged 15 to 24 have a smartphone (98%), 
while 60% of seniors aged 65 and older have one. Seniors who reported they would be unlikely to use a contact 
tracing application were more likely to say it was because they did not own a smartphone or have a data plan (43%), 
compared with people aged 15 to 24 (13%) or 25 to 64 (10%).

Lastly, immigrants were relatively similar to Canadian-born individuals in reporting the invasion of privacy as their 
top reason for not installing a contact tracing application (55% and 66%, respectively). However, immigrants were 
less likely than those born in Canada to cite the government having access to their location data as a reason for 
not installing a contact tracing application (31%, compared with 47% of Canadian-born individuals). This echoes the 
findings of a recent report based on crowdsourcing data, which indicated that immigrants were more likely than the 
Canadian-born to express high levels of trust in governments.14

Data source
Data in this release are from the third iteration (June 15 to 21, 2020) of Statistics Canada’s new Canadian Perspectives 
Survey Series (CPSS), for which a panel of Canadians has agreed to complete a number of short online surveys. 
The CPSS is a probabilistic panel based on the Labour Force Survey and is therefore representative of the general 
population in the 10 provinces. 

13.	Table 22-10-0115-01, “Smartphone use and smartphone habits by gender and age group” (https://www150.statcan.gc.ca/t1/tbl1/en/tv.action?pid=2210011501).
14.	Statistics Canada (2020e).

https://www150.statcan.gc.ca/t1/tbl1/en/tv.action?pid=2210011501
https://www150.statcan.gc.ca/t1/tbl1/en/tv.action?pid=2210011501
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