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Can we measure ideology with 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, content that 

they sawé
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This might allow us to measure ideology



From observed media diets to ideology

We can assume that individuals prefer to read media outlets that they perceive to be ñcloseò to 
them in the (latent) left -right dimension

MEASURING IDEOLOGY

https://www.surveymonkey.com/curiosity/cable -news-partisanship -drives-trust/  
https://www.pewresearch.org/global/fact -sheet/news-media-and-political -attitudes-in-spain/  

https://www.surveymonkey.com/curiosity/cable-news-partisanship-drives-trust/
https://www.pewresearch.org/global/fact-sheet/news-media-and-political-attitudes-in-spain/
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Why would we want to measure ideology with web tracking data?

1. Supplement (online) behavioural data with attitudinal information without the need of self -
reports (not always feasible) 

2. Measure media outletôs ideology at a scale without relying on content analysis

3. Even if of lower quality than self -reports (my expectation), combining self -reports and web -
tracking data could improve  our understanding of the errors of self -reports , and the overall 
quality of the estimates we use

ÅUnderstand and quantify potential errors of self -reports: problems in the centre and the 
extremes

ÅCreate a new, hopefully, better measure of ideology

MEASURING IDEOLOGY



THIS STUDY



TRI-POL: the triangle of polarization

ÅThree wave survey  combined with web 
tracking data at the individual level (both 
PC and mobile data)

ÅNetquest metered panels 

ÅCross -quotas:  gender, age, education 
and region

ÅSample size: 1,289 (Spain)

ÅSpain, Portugal, Italy, Argentina and Chile
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Case study for this presentation: Spain

1. The left-right dimension is very 
relevant in Spain

2. Spain has a highly partisan, 
pluralist media system

3. And a polarized multiparty system

THIS STUDY

https://blogs.lse.ac.uk/eurocrisispress/2020/06/26/polarization -coronavirus/  

https://blogs.lse.ac.uk/eurocrisispress/2020/06/26/polarization-coronavirus/


ESTIMATING IDEOLOGY WITH WEB TRACKING 
DATA



The underlying model

An individualôs (i) decision to read a specific media outlet (j) is a function of:

1. The ideological distance between them and the outlet (dij). 

2. Plus some user- and media- random effects (Ŭi an ȁj), to account for differences in political interest 
and popularity of media. 

CREATING THE SCALE



The underlying model

This approach has already been used to measure the ideology and socioeconomic status of individuals based 
on what accounts they follow on Twitter

CREATING THE SCALE


