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The importance of measuring what people do online

MEASURING WHAT PEOPLE DO ONLINE WITH DIGITAL TARCES

• It is becoming vital to better understand what people do online and what impact this has on 
online and offline phenomena.



Web tracking data to understand online behaviours

MEASURING WHAT PEOPLE DO ONLINE WITH DIGITAL TARCES

Survey self-reports are still the most common approach 

But they might be 
affected by many errors



Web tracking data to understand online behaviours

MEASURING WHAT PEOPLE DO ONLINE WITH DIGITAL TARCES

Survey self-reports are still the most common approach

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

 



Web tracking data

Direct observations of online behaviours using tracking solutions, or 
meters.

Group of tracking technologies (plug-ins, apps, proxies, etc)

Installed on participants devices

Collect traces left by participants when interacting with               
their devices online: URLs, apps visited, cookies…

MEASURING WHAT PEOPLE DO ONLINE WITH DIGITAL TARCES

Great, we will get unbiased 
measures!



The rise of web tracking data

MEASURING WHAT PEOPLE DO ONLINE WITH DIGITAL TARCES

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

election campaign



But… do we even know how to use web tracking data?



Let’s say that we want to identify cheaters in online surveys



Let’s say that we want to identify cheaters in online surveys

THE COMPLEXITIES OF WEB TRACKING DATA

• Political knowledge is a central construct in political science, communications, and 
related fields

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



Let’s say that we want to identify cheaters in online surveys

THE COMPLEXITIES OF WEB TRACKING DATA

• How can we identify cheating?



Let’s say that we want to identify cheaters in online surveys

THE COMPLEXITIES OF WEB TRACKING DATA

Web tracking data allows to catch participants in flagrante



Ok, it seems like cheating can be easily identified with web trackers



Let’s put this into test

THE COMPLEXITIES OF WEB TRACKING DATA



Let’s put this into test

THE COMPLEXITIES OF WEB TRACKING DATA

Survey combined with web tracking data at the individual level

Netquest metered panel in Spain

• Cross-quotas: gender, age, and education

• Sample size: 1,200

• Fieldwork: Late May – Early June 2023

Tracking technologies installed in both mobile and desktop devices

Part of the ERC project WEB DATA OPP



What did we check?

THE COMPLEXITIES OF WEB TRACKING DATA

5 legitimate political questions, plus one catch questions

• Is the Defense Minister 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, open-ended)



What did we check?

THE COMPLEXITIES OF WEB TRACKING DATA

5 legitimate political questions, plus one catch questions

• Is the Defense Minister 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, open-ended)

Practically no one should know this



1. Identify the exact time in which participants answered the knowledge questions

2. Extract all the URLs that a participant visited during that identified period of time

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

Our approach to catch cheaters

THE COMPLEXITIES OF WEB TRACKING DATA

Web tracking 
data



An honest depiction of how the process went



What were our expectations going into this project?

THE COMPLEXITIES OF WEB TRACKING DATA

Höhne, J. K., Cornesse, C., Schlosser, S., Couper, M. P., & Blom, 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.



How many cheaters did we find?

THE COMPLEXITIES OF WEB TRACKING DATA



How many cheaters did we find?

THE COMPLEXITIES OF WEB TRACKING DATA



How many cheaters did we find?

THE COMPLEXITIES OF WEB TRACKING DATA

What is 
going on?



How many cheaters did we find?

THE COMPLEXITIES OF WEB TRACKING DATA

Our bad!



Ok, let’s do this again… how many did we find?

THE COMPLEXITIES OF WEB TRACKING DATA



Ok, let’s do this again… how many did we find?

THE COMPLEXITIES OF WEB TRACKING DATA

4.8%



Ok, let’s do this again… how many did we find?

THE COMPLEXITIES OF WEB TRACKING DATA

4.8%
20.6% self-report having cheated



Ok, let’s do this again… how many did we find?

THE COMPLEXITIES OF WEB TRACKING DATA

What is 
going on?



Ok, let’s do this again… how many did we find?

THE COMPLEXITIES OF WEB TRACKING DATA

Everything is 
alright!



Ok, let’s do this again… how many did we find?

THE COMPLEXITIES OF WEB TRACKING DATA

Who was the first president of the 
Second Spanish Republic?  



Ok, let’s do this again… how many did we find?

THE COMPLEXITIES OF WEB TRACKING DATA

Who was the first president of the 
Second Spanish Republic?  

0.3 % cheated



Ok, let’s do this again… how many did we find?

THE COMPLEXITIES OF WEB TRACKING DATA

Who was the first president of the 
Second Spanish Republic?  

0.3 % cheated +20% left the page



Ok, let’s do this again… how many did we find?

THE COMPLEXITIES OF WEB TRACKING DATA

Are you 
kidding me?!



Ok, let’s do this again… how many did we find?

THE COMPLEXITIES OF WEB TRACKING DATA

Ah, you are 
right!



One more time…how many did we find?

THE COMPLEXITIES OF WEB TRACKING DATA

9.2%

20.58%

27.36%

19.85%



One more time…how many did we find?

THE COMPLEXITIES OF WEB TRACKING DATA

9.2%

20.58%

27.36%

19.85%

This is still too little



One more time…how many did we find?

THE COMPLEXITIES OF WEB TRACKING DATA

I am losing my 
mind



9.2%

20.58%

27.36%

19.85%



9.2%

20.58%

27.36%

19.85%

When we conducted 
the study, our 

technologies could 
not see inside apps, 

such as google search



Okey, accounting for Google Search things look better

THE COMPLEXITIES OF WEB TRACKING DATA

9.2%

20.58%

27.36%

19.85%

15.5%



Okey, accounting for Google Search things look better

THE COMPLEXITIES OF WEB TRACKING DATA

9.2%

20.58%

27.36%

19.85%

15.5% Is this good 
enough?



One more time…how many did we find?

THE COMPLEXITIES OF WEB TRACKING DATA

Wait, I wrote a 
paper about 

this



9.2%

20.58%

27.36%

19.85%

Participants might 
have cheated on non-

tracked devices



Tracking undercoverage, as usual, messing with us

THE COMPLEXITIES OF WEB TRACKING DATA



What is this exemplifying?



Data extraction is complex, 
even when you ask for URLs



Data extraction is complex, 
even when you ask for URLs

1. You need complex guidelines
2. And tough validation strategies

 



Technologies are not perfect, 
and they fail in mysterious ways



Technologies are not perfect, 
and they fail in mysterious ways

You need to be sceptical, question 
all your results, and push panel 
companies



Even when they work perfectly, 
technologies are limited



Even when they work perfectly, 
technologies are limited



Extremely rich data…for some 
devices, for some people



Extremely rich data…for some 
devices, for some people

Is content data important enough 
to focus only on a few devices?



What we want to measure, and 
what we measure, might be 
different



What we want to measure, and 
what we measure, might be 
different

Consider how design decisions will 
impact the reliability & validity of 
what you measure



Tracking undercoverage is 
prevalent, and biases our data



Tracking undercoverage is 
prevalent, and biases our data

Introduce strategies to identify 
undercoverage, simulate the biases, 
and correct your results 



Restaurant recommendations

ORIOL BEING A SUPER NICE HOST



Thanks!
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