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Abstract 
This position paper presents the argument that people’s 
sense of privacy differs pre-adoption of location sharing 
services to after they have used them for a while. 
Based on two studies of such services, I argue that 
although some express hesitancy to use a location 
sharing service and imagine scenarios of sensitivity, the 
actual scenarios that participants experienced were 
different and did not result in any loss of personal 
integrity. 
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Introduction 
One of the most highlighted issues in relation to 
location-based services, particular services that let 
users share their location within (most often closed) 
groups is people’s sense of privacy. Sharing location 
continuously instinctively evokes emotions of 
surveillance, creepiness and inappropriateness. 
Researchers have continuously emphasized how 
empirical studies show that people are hesitant to share 
their location with others [3, 5] and prototypes mostly 
include notifications of if friends have located you [4, 6, 
8]. However, in this position paper, based on two 
studies of continuous location-sharing within tight-knit 
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groups, I argue that people’s perception of their own 
privacy, better described as personal integrity, changes 
dynamically as they use these systems and that privacy 
as talked about in public media and systems research is 
not the same as people’s sense of their own integrity 
on the ground.  

Studies 
One of the earliest empirical studies of continuous 
location-sharing applications was one I conducted in 
early 20071 using one of the earliest smart phones (the 
first model that were able to use wifi) for location 
tracking via cell-tower triangulation and wifi 
fingerprinting, see figure 1 [1]. Few other studies 
existed but were based on request-based systems or 
wizard-of-Oz studies [2, 3]. Our study looked at group 
dynamics and the publication focuses particularly on 
how participants used the location sharing application 
for their benefit, for promoting more small-talk from 
the study, however, what did not end up being part of 
the discussion in the published paper was the 
participants’ sense of privacy, their own personal 
integrity, which few felt violated in any way. In this 
workshop paper, I use the base findings from this study 
to inform results from a much more recent (and 
unpublished) study of a commercial location sharing 
application. The newer study was conduced in much the 
same way, including personal short diaries and longer 
exit interviews. The main difference was that the first 
application was text-based where the newer application 
was simply map-based (see figure 1).  

                                                   
1 Although Apple’s iPhone came out in mid 2007, it was not until 

the New Year that they enabled third party app development 
and downloading. Even so, the location API was not freed for 
third-party developers until many years later. 

Study details Connecto Find Friends 
Type of 
application 
 
 

Text-based 
(customized) 
continuous location 
sharing 

Map-based 
continuous 
location sharing 
 

Number of 
participants 

11 
 

17 
 

Length of 
study 

2 weeks 
 

1 month 
 

Time of study March 2007 May 2014 

Interviews 2 x 30-40 minutes 40-50 minutes 

Diaries 1 short/day 3/week 

Table 1. Overview over the two studies  

Curiosity as Privacy 
In the original study of Connecto, the text-based 
continuous location sharing application, participants 
expressed curiosity as their motivation of looking at 
other’s location. Situations that might be sensitive to 
people, them being late for work, being out late at 
night on a week-day instead turned into curiosity 
questions and became a ‘ticket to talk’. One participant 
for example was at a Mexican restaurant one evening 
and it lead to conversation around that and other good 
restaurants the next day among his colleagues whom 
he had shared the location with.  

In the new study most of the use of the location 
sharing application was related to communication 
practices and basic curiosity, which initially led to 
feelings of spying for several participants. Rebecca for 
example expressed “I’m actually not that interested in 
where other people are exactly. It feels like I’m 
violating their private life, if you can say that”. She 
continued saying that if she wanted to know where 
someone was, she would ask. Still, although the 

Figure 2: Find Friends, a commercial 
friend finder for the iPhone  

Figure 1: Connecto, the application 
developed for studying a location 
sharing application, 2007  



 

participants had these feelings, they expressed comfort 
about sharing their own location, particularly because 
the groups were composed by trusted friends and 
family members; Frida for example expressed: “I trust 
them to understand my information in a positive light”. 

The location sharing in the map-based application led 
to a few sensitive situations that could not have been 
predicted; this type of situation is likely key to the 
broader discussion and presumption around such 
application potentially violating people’s privacy. A 
sensitive situation occurred for example when Anna 
checked for her colleague Eric during the day, to see if 
he was nearby and wanted a coffee. She saw that he 
was at a hotel, which she said she felt awkward about. 
She explained: “A few days went by and I didn’t want 
to mention it to him. But eventually it slipped out: 
What did you do in the middle of the afternoon in a 
hotel?“. It turned out that the colleague’s gym was 
attached to the hotel and he had been going there 
during the day. The sharing was insensitive to the 
participant who had gone to the gym, and who had 
probably not put any thought into the location of it, but 
it invoked feelings of discomfort for his colleague since 
she did not know the details around this potentially 
sensitive information.  

Interestingly, many studies reveal a pre-study 
hesitancy that is lowered or neutralized over the 
duration of the study. For example Reno’s authors 
noticed that their ESM pre-study [4] of location sharing 
indicated people were more concerned than what was 
actually the case in their field trial of Reno. The study 
of Connecto revealed a potential reason for this, rooted 
in our findings that the manual setting possibility made 
participants feeling at ease: “[…] simply because 

potential users are hesitant about agreeing to share 
their location […], when put in an actual situation they 
negotiate and appropriate the service for optimal use” 
[1, p. 504]. The reciprocity of the applications also 
meant that were initially people expressed concerns, on 
the ground their contextual integrity was maintained 
[7].  

Conclusion 
The continuous location-sharing applications available 
are often presented and addressed by research as 
‘creepy’ and undesirable by users, particularly when 
map-based and generic since no customization is 
possible. Even potential users are hesitant towards 
using these services before they have adopted them. 
Considering this, our participants from two studies were 
surprisingly carefree, resonating the finding that people 
express concern pre-study but do not report many 
concerns during the actual study [4]. For the map-
based location service, the sharing criteria were coarse 
grained, limited to people and the service consisted of 
no feedback; there was no room for deception other 
than turning off the service. Perhaps exactly because of 
this coarse granularity, the integrity was kept intact, on 
the ground. The studies presented in combination with 
early studies at Intel and others [3, 4, 8], showed how 
the sense of integrity adjusts as the people are using 
the location sharer in context. The argument in this 
position paper is therefore that people’s perception of 
privacy is a dynamic notion that changes and adjusts to 
the specific use context in question, in particular the 
specific technology in context. 
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