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Surveys

Today’s goal: 
Cover surveys as a research method 

Outline: 

- Goals of surveys 

- How to conduct a survey 

- Analyzing survey data 

- Examples



Goals of surveys
When (not) to do a survey



What is a survey?

A study in which participants answer a number of questions 
Perceptions, attitudes, and intentions 
Behaviors (self-reported) 
Demographics/socio-economic data (self-reported) 

Sampling is similar to an experiment 
Typically a stronger focus on representativeness 
But generally no random assignment



Why do a survey?
To learn about a certain population and their characteristics 

Answer univariate questions 

Reasons? 
Learn about overall attitudes 
Quantify certain behaviors 
Learn how people do accomplish certain tasks 
Find pain points for design or opportunities for research 
Learn how people use a system/technology



Why do a survey?

To learn about differences and relationships 
Answer multivariate questions 

Reasons? 
Discover relationships between variables 
Find differences between groups of participants 
Help identify a target population 
Study a population over time



When not?
Don’t do a survey if you want to establish causality 

Multivariate analyses of surveys are strictly correlational 
There are no manipulations! 
What causes what? 
Third variable problem 

No ceteris paribus 
Hard to get rid of confounding variables 

Do an experiment instead!



When not?
Don’t do a survey if you want deep qualitative insights 

You rely on participants to write down enough 
You cannot ask follow-up questions 
People tend to over-analyze their answers 

Do an interview instead! 
For confidentiality, a phone interview may be better 
Potential new paradigm: AI-driven interviews 

Exception: if you target population is very difficult to reach, a 
qualitative survey may be your only choice!



When not?

Don’t do a survey if you want to complex behavioral data 
Self-reported data is usually pretty good 
But some behaviors are difficult to remember and report 

Reporting biases: 
Satisficing, acquiescence bias, desirability bias 

Use logging/observation instead! 
Get accurate and unbiased



Conducting a survey
Steps involved



Surveys are hard

Administering a survey is easy 
Just a bunch of questions… No system, no manipulations 

Administering a good survey is hard 
You must carefully determine the objectives 
Identify questions that can accomplish these objectives 
Think about sampling the right participants



Objectives
What do you want to learn about? 

Formulate research questions 

What are the variables involved in those questions? 
Create a table of relevant constructs and instruments 

What other variables should you include 
Make sure you cast a wide net… there is no ceteris paribus! 

What is your target population 
Sample carefully… again, there is no ceteris paribus!



Sampling and size

Careful sampling is very important 
Try to match the target population 
Use a recruitment firm 
Employ stratification techniques 

For multivariate questions, use a typical power analysis 

For univariate questions, think about the acceptable margin 
of error



Asking questions
Keep it short 

Provide proper context 

Make questions easy to answer 

Avoid objectionable questions 

Break down questions into smaller parts 
You may use branching logic 

Avoid check-all-that-apply questions



Final considerations

Give a proper introduction 
Including time to complete 

Include attention checks 
And if needed, comprehension checks 

Pilot-test your survey 
Think-aloud 
Small sample



Analyzing survey data
Graphs and statistics



Analyzing data

For univariate data: 
Values: frequencies, 
means, histograms 
Statistics: confidence 
intervals



Analyzing data

For multivariate data, split 
things into sub-groups 

Values: frequencies/
means per group, bar 
charts 
Statistics: chi-square test, 
ANOVA



Analyzing data



Analyzing data

Relationships between 
continuous variables 

Values: scatterplots (with 
trend lines) 
Statistics: correlations, 
regression models (with 
caution)



Analyzing data

Do not wait until your data has been collected 
Already start thinking early on what you are going to 
present in your paper 
It helps you uncover missing questions/constructs 
Are any of your existing questions unnecessary?



Examples
Some examples of survey studies



Frequencies

McGregor et al. “Would You Slack That? The 
Impact of Security and Privacy on Cooperative 

Newsroom Work” 

https://doi.org/10.1145/3134710



Frequencies



Qual + quant

Page et al. “Don’t Disturb My Circles! 
Boundary Preservation Is at the Center of 

Location-Sharing Concerns” 

http://bit.ly/icwsm2012

http://bit.ly/icwsm2012


Interview results

“What consistently predicted the absence or presence of privacy 
concerns turned out not to be the relationship type itself. Rather, 
it was whether or not the situation would change existing offline 
relationship boundaries. However, boundaries (and thus the 
ensuing activities) change when the associated relationships 
change, even when the ‘who’ stays the same: when 
acquaintances become good friends sharing may increase, while 
sharing may slowly decrease when relationships dry up. In turn, 
what was once a privacy concern may no longer be, and new 
concerns may appear where they were absent.”



Survey results



Di!erences

Page et al. “How Communication Style Shapes 
Relationship Boundary Regulation and Social 

Media Adoption”  

https://doi.org/10.1016/j.ijhcs.2013.06.003

https://doi.org/10.1016/j.ijhcs.2013.06.003


Di!erences

Differences between 
platforms in terms of 

Boundary preservation 
concern 
Boundary enhancement 
Platform usage



Di"cult population

Namara et al. “Emotional and Practical 
Considerations Towards the Adoption and 

Abandonment of VPNs as a Privacy-Enhancing 
Technology” 

(in press)



Di"cult population



Qualitative results

Thirteen respondents are wary of their ISP or their government 
covertly monitoring their online activities. As such, they reported 
being compelled to use VPNs to safeguard their privacy and 
also to quell their fears of online surveillance (“I wanted to be 
safer from government and ISPs level logging and profiling, and 
disliked the impingement on my privacy and freedoms. 
Snowden and the UK ‘Snooper's Charter’ firmed this resolve.”; “I 
do not like when my data is tracked.”; “[I used a VPN for] Privacy 
from ISP and forums.”)



Clustering

Knijnenburg et al. “Dimensionality of 
Information Disclosure Behavior”  

https://doi.org/10.1016/j.ijhcs.2013.06.003

https://doi.org/10.1016/j.ijhcs.2013.06.003


Dataset 2
Type of data ID Items

Facebook activity

1 Wall
2 Status updates
3 Shared links
4 Notes
5 Photos

Location
6 Hometown
7 Location (city)
8 Location (state/province)

Contact info
9 Residence (street address)
11 Phone number
12 Email address

Life/interests
13 Religious views
14 Interests (favorite movies, etc.)
15 Facebook groups 

“What?” 
= 

Four 
dimensions



159 pps tend to share little information overall (LowD) 
26 pps tend to share activities and interests (Act+IntD) 
50 pps tend to share location and interests (Loc+IntD) 
65 pps tend to share everything but contact info (Hi-ConD) 
59 pps tend to share everything

Dataset 2
“Who?” 

= 
Five 

disclosure 
profiles


