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MEASURING WHAT PEOPLE DO ONLINE WITH DIGITAL TARCES
The importance of measuring what people do online

A 1t is becoming vital to better understand what people do online and what impact this has on
online and offline phenomena.
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The UK Government should act immediately to deal with a ‘pandemic of misinformation' that
poses an existential threat to our democracy and way of life. The stark warning comes in a
report published today by the Lords Committee on Democracy and Digital Technologies.

The report says the Government must take action ‘without delay’ to ensure tech giants are held
responsible for the harm done to individuals, wider society and our democratic processes
through misinfermation widely spread on their platforms.

The Committee says online platforms are not ‘inherently ungovernable' but power has been
ceded to a “few unelected and unaccountable digital corporations™ including Facebook and
Google, and politicians must act now to hold those corporations te account when they are
shown to negatively influence public debate and undermine democracy.

The Committee sets out a package of reforms which, if implemented, could help restore public

trust and ensure democracy does not ‘decline into irrelevance’.




MEASURING WHAT PEOPLE DO ONLINE WITH DIGITAL TARCES
Web tracking data to understand online behaviours

Survey selfreports are still the most common approach

The Immensely Inflated News Audience: Assessing
Bias in Self-Reported News Exposure

Markus Prior X But they mlght be

Public Opinion Quarterly, Volume 73, Issue 1, Spring 2009, Pages 130-143, https://doi.org affe Cte d by m any errors
/10.1093/pog/nfp002
Published: 18 March 2009
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Abstract

Many studies of media effects use self-reported news exposure as their key
independent variable without establishing its validity. Motivated by anecdotal
evidence that people's reports of their own media use can differ considerably
from independent assessments, this study examines systematically the
accuracy of survey-based self-reports of news exposure. I compare survey
estimates to Nielsen estimates, which do not rely on self-reports. Results show
severe overreporting of news exposure. Survey estimates of network news
exposure follow trends in Nielsen ratings relatively well, but exaggerate




MEASURING WHAT PEOPLE DO ONLINE WITH DIGITAL TARCES
Web tracking data to understand online behaviours

Survey selfreports are still the most common approach

More and more availability of digital traces to directly observe media exposure
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Web tracking data

Direct observations of online behaviours using tracking solutions, or | - oo
meters.
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Group of tracking technologies (plugins, apps, proxies, etc) 21 I e :\
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Ofrecido por Google en: English

Installed on participants devices

!

Collect tracesleft by participants whemteracting with
their devices online: URLs, ap

Great, we will get unbiased
measures!




MEASURING WHAT PEOPLE DO ONLINE WITH DIGITAL TARCES
The rise of web tracking data

I
Web tracking data is becoming part of social scientists' toolkit

Number of papers using web tracking data

WT is used to study exposure to
fake news during the 2016 US
election campaign

ARTICLES nature .
human behaviour
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Exposure to untrustworthy websites in the 2016
US election

Andrew M. Guess ', Brendan Nyhan © 2% and Jason Reifler ©?

Although commentators frequently warn about echo chambers, littie is known about the volume o slant of political misinfor-
s n-

as i s

Trump were most likely to visit these websites, which often spread through Facebook. However, these websites made up a small

share of people’s information diets on average and were largely ed by a subset of strong

for pro-attitudinal information. These results suggest that the about the of exposure to
websites has been
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THE COMPLEXITIES OF WEB TRACKING DATA

web
Let6s say that we want to i dentfes

A Political knowledge

IS acentral construct
related fields

in political science, communications, and

A Online surveys can harm the quality of this measures if participants search the answers online

GO g|e In what year did the Supreme Court of the United States decide Geer X
CASI PRE: KNOWLEDGE CATCH QUESTION

In what year did the Supreme Court of the United States

Images News Videos Books Fi
decide Geer v. Connecticut?

inance

About 295.000 results (0,39 seconds)
Type the year.

1896
If type =video or phone, skip. Connecticut, 161 U.S. 519 (1896)
response options

Justia US Supreme Court Center
https//supreme justia com » cases » federal  §
C - Response Type: Numeric Entry

Geer v. Connecticut :: 161 U.S. 519 (1896)




THE COMPLEXITIES OF WEB TRACKING DATA
Let 0s say that we

A How can we identify cheating?

dih

Catch Self-reports

.
questions l?

Paradata

! |

Cheating on a catch People lie
question does not
mean they will cheat

- People can leave the
on other questions

survey for many
reasons




THE COMPLEXITIES OF WEB TRACKING DATA
Let 0s say that we want

Web tracking data allows to catch participants in flagrante

URL https.//www.google.com/search?client=firefox-b-d&qg=In+what+year+did +the+Supreme+Court+of+the+United + States+decide+Geer+v.+Connecticut3F

URL https://supreme justia.com/cases/federal/us/161/519/




Ok, it seems like cheating can be easily identified with web trackers
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Let 0s put this I1Into




THE COMPLEXITIES OF WEB TRACKING DATA
Let 0s put this I nto test

Survey combined with web tracking data  at the individual level

Netquest metered panel in Spain
A Cross -quotas: gender, age, and education
A Sample size: 1,200
A Fieldwork: Late Mayi Early June 2023

Tracking technologies installed in both mobile and desktop devices

Part of the ERC project WEB DATA OPP




THE COMPLEXITIES OF WEB TRACKING DATA

What did we check?

5 legitimate political questions, plus one catch questions

Is the DefenseMinister in Spain Margarita Robles? (Yes/No)
What political offices does Emmanuel Macron hold? (Open-ended, w/ picture)
What percentage of the Spanish congress are women? (choose correct option)

What was the date chosen for the upcoming general election? (choose correct option)
What political party has decided not to run in this general election? (open -ended)
Who was the first president of the Second Spanish Republic? (catch, operended)




THE COMPLEXITIES OF WEB TRACKING DATA

What did we check?

5 legitimate political questions, plus one catch questions

Is the DefenseMinister in Spain Margarita Robles? (Yes/No)
What political offices does Emmanuel Macron hold? (Open-ended, w/ picture)
What percentage of the Spanish congress are women? (choose correct option)

What was the date chosen for the upcoming general election? (choose correct option)
What political party has decided not to run in this general election? (open -ended)

Who was the first president of the Second Spanish Republic? (catch, operended)

Practically no one should know this




THE COMPLEXITIES OF WEB TRACKING DATA
Our approach to catch cheaters

1. ldentify the exact time in which participants answered the knowledge questions
2. Extract all the URLSs that a participant visited during that identified period of time

3. Manually check all those URLSs to see whether someone cheated

1
Y -
Sl

Web tracking
data




An honest depiction of how the process went




THE COMPLEXITIES OF WEB TRACKING DATA
What were our expectations going into this project?

5%

ANES Survey 2019 pilot study

0% 14%

Respondi Sample, Germany YouGov Sample, USA

CCES Sample, USA

Hoéhne, J. K., Cornesse C., Schlosser, S., Couper, M. P., 8lom, A. G. (2020). Looking up answers to political knowledge questions in web surveys.Public Opinion Quarterly , 84(4), 986-999.
Style, H., & Jerit, J. (2020). Does it matter if respondents look up answers to political knowledge questions?. Public Opinion Quarterly , 84(3), 760-775.
Clifford, S., & Jerit, J. (2016). Cheating on political knowledge questions in online surveys: An assessment of the problem and solutions.Public Opinion Quarterly , 80(4), 858-887.




THE COMPLEXITIES OF WEB TRACKING DATA
How many cheaters did we find?
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How many cheaters did we find?
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How many cheaters did we find?

What is
going on?

™K
netquest
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How many cheaters did we find?

Our bad!

™K
netquest
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Ok , | et 0s do this agai né how maedl
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8%

20.6% self -report having cheated
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What is
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THE COMPLEXITIES OF WEB TRACKING DATA
Ok, |l etds do this agai ne

Everything is
alright!

™K
netquest
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Who was the first president of the
Second Spanish Republic?
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Who was the first president of the
Second Spanish Republic?

/

0.3 % cheated
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Who was the first president of the
Second Spanish Republic?

/

0.3 % cheated +20% left the page
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Are you
kidding me?!

™K
netquest
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Ok , | et 6s do t hi

Ah, you are
right!

™K
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THE COMPLEXITIES OF WEB TRACKING DATA
One more timeéhow many di d

Less cheaters than expected, hope or bias?
% of cheaters on the wild
10 15 20 25

Web Tracking

Self-report 20 . 58%

Paradata 27 36%

19.85%
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Less cheaters than expected, hope or bias?
% of cheaters on the wild
10 15 20 25 30

Web Tracking ThlS |S Stl” tOO I|tt|e

Self-report 20 . 58%

Paradata 27 36%

19.85%




THE COMPLEXITIES OF WEB TRACKING DATA
One more timeéhow many di

| am losing my
mind

™K
netquest







When we conducted
the study, our
technologies could
not see inside apps,
such as google search




