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“Privacy is don’t ask, confidentiality is don’t tell” 
An empirical study of privacy definitions, assumptions and 

methods in computer science research 
Since the end of the 60s, computer scientists have engaged in research on privacy and 
information systems. Over the years, this research has led to a whole palette of “privacy 
solutions”. These vary from design principles and privacy tools, to the application of privacy 
enhancing techniques. These solutions originate from diverse sub-fields of computer 
science, e.g., security engineering, databases, software engineering, HCI, and artificial 
intelligence. From a bird’s eye view, all of these researchers are studying privacy. However, a 
closer look reveals that each community of researchers relies on different, sometimes even 
conflicting, definitions of privacy, and on a variety of social and technical assumptions. At 
best, they are referring to different facets of privacy and, at worst, they fail to take into 
account the diversity of existing definitions and to integrate knowledge on the phenomenon 
generated by other communities (G¨urses and Diaz, 2013). Researchers do have a tradition 
of assessing the (implicit) definitions and assumptions that underlie the studies in their 
respective communities (Goldberg, 2002; Patil et al., 2006). However, a systematic 
evaluation of privacy research practice across the different computer science communities is 
so far absent. 
This paper contributes to closing this gap through an empirical study of privacy research in 
computer science. The focus of the paper is on the different notions of privacy that the 30 
interviewed privacy researchers employ, as well as on the dominant worldviews that inform 
their practice. 
Through a qualitative analysis of their responses using grounded theory we consider how the 
researchers framing of privacy affects what counts as “worthwhile problems” and 
“acceptable scientific evidence” in their studies (Orlikowski and Baroudi, 1991). We further 
analyze how these conceptions of the problem prestructure the potential solutions to 
privacy in their fields (Van Der Ploeg, 2005). 
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