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Abstract

Understanding Data Analysis Activity via Log Analysis

by

Sara M. Alspaugh

Doctor of Philosophy in Computer Science

University of California, Berkeley

Professor Randy Katz, Co-chair

Professor Marti Hearst, Co-chair

The study of user analysis behavior is of interest to the designers of analysis tools. Specific
questions studied include: What types of tasks do users perform using this analysis tool?
What approaches do users take to gain insights? What interface features help or hinder users
in their work? What are the the distinguishing characteristics of different types of users?
These questions are often investigated through controlled experiments, observational studies,
user interviews, or surveys. An alternative avenue of investigation is to analyze the logs –
the records of user activity – generated by analysis tools themselves. In this dissertation
we present two case studies using log analysis to understand user behavior. In the first, we
analyze records of user queries from Splunk, a system for log analysis, as well as a survey
of Splunk users. In the second, we analyze detailed event logs and application state from
Tableau, a system for visualizing relational data. We focus in particular on methods of
identifying higher-level units of activity, which we refer to as tasks. We include a discussion
of the particular challenges associated with collecting and analyzing log data from analysis
systems. In addition to this discussion, our contributions include the description of two
different approaches for identifying higher-level analysis activity from logs and a summary
of the tasks represented in our datasets.
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Chapter 1

Introduction

In this dissertation, we address the problem of identifying higher-level user activity patterns,
or tasks, from lower-level user interaction logs, acquired from analysis and visualization
systems. Via two distinct case studies, we develop a new analytical method to describe the
analysis and visualization tasks that users perform. In the next section, we describe this
problem and why it is important. We then outline our basic approach and how it compares
to related work in this area. Lastly, we briefly relate our findings from our case studies, and
describe the organization of the rest of this document.

1.1 Trends and Motivation

There are several broad trends that motivated the research of this dissertation. We first
describe several important factors that make this problem broadly relevant, then describe
what makes it challenging to solve.

1.1.1 Data Analysis and Visualization, Logging, and User
Behavior

Three trends contribute to the relevance of the problem of identifying higher-level activity
patterns from lower-level user interaction logs: the importance of analysis and visualization
tools to modern business and science, the prevalence of logs as a source of data about tool
use, and the rising interest in understanding and modeling the behavior of software users.
We discuss each in turn.

Analysis and visualization of data was one of the first applications of computing and
remains one of the most important. As the ability for computing systems to store and
process more data has increased, so has interest in developing new analysis techniques and
applications to apply data analysis in a wider variety of domains. The increase in access to
and interest in data and its analysis has been reported in various outlets under the terms
“big data,” “the data deluge,” and the rise of “data science.” The increasing importance of
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data and its analysis, especially in the job market, has been underscored by many business
and technology leaders [164].

Logging emerged as an important early feature of computing systems due to the aid
it provides to application developers and users in understanding what happened during
program execution, including how the user interacted with the program. Logs are now a
major source of business-critical data, particularly in the software technology industry. In
software technology businesses, data about how users interact with the product, recorded
via logging, is an important source of insights. Software companies collect vast amounts of
data about their customers, which they can use to understand who their customers are and
how they interact with the product.

Combining these two ideas – the importance of data analysis and visualization, along
with the importance of analyzing logged data to understand user behavior – we find that
logs from data analysis and visualization tools in particular can be analyzed to generate
insights about how people analyze data. The user interaction data can even be used to create
statistical models of user behavior that can be incorporated into the “intelligent interface
features of the application, such as recommender systems that suggest possible next analysis
or visualization actions to the user, as discussed in Section 2.3.3.3. Such applications have
the potential to greatly increase user analyst productivity, which is crucial considering the
importance of data analysis in the future economy.

1.1.2 Summarizing User Activity and Identifying Tasks

One important component for gaining such insights and enabling these applications is iden-
tifying and understanding what types of activity users are performing with analysis and
visualization tools. While these tools are designed to enable specific tasks, its important to
track actual usage to evaluate how well they support the targeted tasks and create intelli-
gent interface features. Particularly in the case of recommender systems, it has long been
recognized that it is useful for behavioral models to track what the user is trying to do at
various levels of abstraction in order to make relevant recommendations about what other
visualizations and analyses to try [27].

Useful insights may include: What features of analysis and visualization tools do users
use most? What aspects of the tools need to be improved? Are there different types of
users and if so how does their tool usage differ? In terms of insights, tool designers can
use evidence regarding which activities were most common in these participants’ analyses
to support decisions regarding which features to protect and prioritize. On the other hand,
researchers can use evidence regarding which tasks are least common or not pursued at all
to guide future investigations into whether these tasks are not common because they are
poorly supported, or because users don’t need to do them. Examining how the frequency of
different tasks changes based on data domain indicates which tasks are useful for different
types of customers. We also learn if the approaches users take to solve their problems line
up with how the tool was designed to solve these problems. We see the different ways users
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have discovered to accomplish the same task, and if these different approaches are reflective
of different user personas [177].

Most importantly, we learn which tasks users most struggle to perform, because this
suggests weaknesses in the tool design. We learn if the mistakes the users make are due to
usability issues with the tool, or errors in planning or reasoning on their part. Tool designers
are interested in making tools that help users be productive, which usually means reducing
mistakes, though some mistakes may be serendipitous. Researchers will be interested in
real-world examples of usability issues, but may be even more interested in mistakes that
generalize.

Lastly, information about users’ motivations (i.e., what higher-level actions they are
interested in) could be used to drive a variety of future features.

1.1.3 Challenges in Using Logs to Understand User Behavior

It can be difficult to identify higher-level actions from lower-level interaction logs unless
the interface is designed to explicitly encode these higher-level actions. This is because
lower-level activity is difficult to group together and then describe at a higher-level. Log-
ging higher-level, or semantic-level interface commands better reveals user behavior and
intent than low-level commands do. For example, HARVEST provides insight provenance
by providing visualization widgets that can be re-used across applications and that support
“semantic interaction” to help identify and capture user intent [50, 51]. The creators of
the visual analytics system HARVEST, described in Section 2.3.3.1, developed an action
and task taxonomy as the basis of the operators provided in their tool, so that user tasks
could be captured at the application-level rather than having to code user interactions post
facto [50]. Unfortunately, most visual analytics interfaces are not designed, as HARVEST
was, to explicitly encode higher-level actions. Thus, it can be difficult to make sense of what
a user was trying to do by looking at the logs. There are several more specific reasons for
this.

• Missing context: The lower-level events do not contain all the information and
context needed to understand their significance within the whole, such as what the
current application state is, or what actions they are logically related to. Summarizing
activity at a higher level implicitly provides some of this context. Challenges in this
vein are described in detail in Chapter 3.

• Volume and frequency: The lower the level of abstraction of the event, the higher
the frequency and volume of occurrence. This sheer volume can be hard to understand
without techniques that summarize the information contained in the larger set.

Thus, understanding user behavior from typical data analysis system logs is a difficult prob-
lem, and our approaches attempt to mitigate these challenges.
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1.2 Problem and Approach

Given this context, the problem we solve can be stated as: given a log of user activity from
a visual analysis tool, summarize the activity to reveal the types of higher-level activity or
tasks they represent. The tools we use in our case studies are Splunk (Chapter 4), a software
tool for the analysis of machine-generated data, such as logs, and Tableau (Chapter 5), a
software application for visualizing relational data for analysis. The user interaction data is
information that was logged during the use of these visual analysis systems about the actions
users took to analyze their data.

1.2.1 Background

We provide more background information about logs and logging in Section 2.1. In our
Splunk case study, we collected user queries, which are pipelines of data transformation
operators. In our Tableau case study, we collected event logs and application state from
user analysis sessions, augmented with user annotations about their thought process, and
reports summarizing their work. We summarize this lower-level interaction data from the
logs into more abstract, higher-level descriptions of the tasks or types of activity users were
performing by taking those actions. What approach should be taken specifically depends
on what kind of information is contained in these activity records. Some logs will be better
for understanding user behavior than others by having more and better quality information.
This is elaborated upon in more detail in Chapter 3.

As mentioned, in our Splunk case study, we only have user queries, whereas in our Tableau
case study, we have user actions, application state, and annotations and reports from the user
indicating their thought process. The relevant information that might be contained in such a
log is shown in Figure 1.1. In this figure, the user interacts with the visualization system by
transforming and visualizing their data. They are influenced in their actions by such things
as their mental understanding of the data, their role and its corresponding requirements (e.g.,
business analyst, student, salesperson), and the tasks or goals they are trying to achieve.
The cylinders in the figure correspond to the analyzed data and application state. The user
applies transformations to modify and visualize this data, which is then displayed. The
information that is available depends on the log. In our Splunk case study (Figure 4.1), we
collected query logs, so we only had access to the transformations that were applied, not
the data and application state, or how the data was visualized. In our Tableau case study
(Figure 5.1), we were able to collect significantly more data, including the data analyzed and
screenshots of the application after each action. We also collected information about users
mental processes, via log annotations and analysis reports. We highlight the roles, tasks,
and mental model in the figure using a striped pattern to indicate that this data gives us
only partial access to this information, because the annotations and report are an incomplete
representation of the users thought process.
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Figure 1.1: In the Splunk case study, we collected only the transformation operations users
applied, not the visualization operations that users applied, the data they applied them to,
nor any information about their goals.

1.2.2 Approach

Given this problem setting, our core approach is as follows. First, we categorize every trans-
formation (in Splunk) or action (in Tableau) that the user can take in the application into a
smaller number of categories that represent type of activity involved, for example, filtering.
We use this category information to group the transformations or actions respectively into
groups and then use these groups to summarize and describe tasks, or user activity at a
higher level of abstraction.

In our Splunk case study, this involved categorizing hundreds of command invocations
from the query pipelines and then clustering them to identify common usage patterns rep-
resenting common tasks, as well as examining common pipeline patterns. In our Tableau
case study, this involved categorizing hundreds of different action types, and then segment-
ing each user’s event stream into consecutive subsequences that represent some higher level
activity or task. One difference in these two cases, besides the type of data we had access
to, is that in the Splunk case, we did not group actions by time because we did not have
access to information that would allow us to sessionize user queries or take user information
into account. Thus, we focused on grouping common actions across users, whereas in the
Tableau case, we focused on grouping actions within each user’s session. The key idea in
both cases is to cluster similar types of low-level activity to identify common tasks.
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1.2.3 Comparison to Related Work

In comparing our work to the related work, there are several key differences between this
dissertation and the most relevant pieces of research, which are described in detail in Sec-
tion 2.5. We summarize them here.

Small, controlled studies versus real-world analyses: The first difference is that in
much of the related work, the studies involved assigning a small set of participants a short,
specific, researcher-designed data analysis task over a researcher-chosen dataset. In contrast,
in our case studies, participants chose their own datasets to analyze and formulated their own
investigations, many of which took many hours or days to complete. Thus, we have a much
larger, diverse, and in many ways more realistic set of usage data in both our case studies.
Encoding insights versus summarizing activity: One drawback of our larger, more
realistic datasets, however, is that due to their scale, they are harder to analyze in-depth
using manual approaches, such as coding all user analysis “insights” by hand, as several of
the related studies do – constituting the second main difference between our approaches.
The related studies tend to take this other approach over their smaller, carefully designed
data analysis tasks because they have different goals than ours, such as identifying specific
interface features that lead to particular types of insights. Prototype analysis tools
versus real-world products: The third difference is that these studies also often tend to
use data analysis tools that are research prototypes, whereas the tools in our case studies
are widely-used commercial platforms. (As an exception, the study in question evaluated a
workflow history prototype, so again it differs in its main goal [61].) Differing analysis
and visualization methods: Lastly, due to their differing goals and chosen data analysis
systems, much of the related work uses different types of analysis methods and visualizations
than we do, though there are several similarities, such as between our Chapter 5 visualization
system, and our use of transition diagrams to characterize user activity. We describe these
similarities in more detail with respect to specific work in Chapter 2.

In Chapter 2, we also describe other areas of work that are related in that they are other
applications of log analysis or other attempts at understanding analysis tasks, but they have
either completely different goals or different approaches than we have here.

1.3 Contributions and Roadmap

With the approach described above, we learned several things about how our specific case
study systems are used.

In the Splunk case, for example, we found that a large portion of log analysis activity
in Splunk consists of filtering, followed by aggregation. Filtering is also used in conjunction
with aggregation to count occurrences of different things, which is an important task in log
analysis. The third most common activity was augmenting the data, such as reformatting
it. The prevalence of reformatting as a portion of log analysis activity is reflective of the fact
that much log data is structured in an inconsistent, ad hoc manner. Taken together, the
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prevalence of filtering and reformatting activity in Splunk suggest that it may be useful for
system developers to collaborate with their end users to ensure that data useful for the day-
to-day management of such systems is collected. In log analysis with Splunk, summarizing
with respect to the time dimension is an important use case – of all the fields accessed in all
the datasets analyzed by users, time was one of the more common ones. We also found that
task complexity tended to be low – filtering, aggregating, and reformatting, versus complex
machine-learning pipelines. Lastly, our survey results show that log analysis is not only for
IT departments; non-technical users need to extract business insights from logs to drive their
decision making as well.

In the Tableau case, we found that the submissions tend to follow the workflows proposed
in the literature: first data munging, then analysis, then presentation, though there is some
iterating back and forth. This likely reflects the fact that the data we collected was from
students following particular instructions in an assignment that directed them to follow
this workflow, and so these answers are not necessarily representative of other use cases.
We also saw that activities like pan, zoom, and highlight, and filter, tend to happen more
in the presentation rather than the analysis phase. Many segment types are followed by
presentation, but this might be because presentation is the most common segment type.
It could also be that what are often thought of as exploratory actions like pan, zoom, or
highlight, and filter, are actually more often used to tweak a presentation than to explore
during analysis. Lastly, we compared our dataset to findings in related work over similar
datasets and found that of only the high undo-to-redo ratio also held for our dataset.

While we use the same underlying approach in both the Tableau case and the Splunk
case, the results are not very comparable, because of the different purposes and features
of the two tools, as well as the different quality of our datasets (i.e., we had much less
information in the Splunk case). Though there are some high-level similarities, such as in
the use of aggregation and visualization, Splunk is used primarily for working with logs,
while Tableau is used for working with tabular data. Nonetheless, we take the fact that
our high-level approach works with two different systems to be an encouraging sign that the
approach would work well for interaction logs from other systems as well, though as in our
case studies, it will vary in the specifics.

In developing these descriptions via our approach described in the last section, we had
to overcome several challenges. We outline these challenges in Chapter 3 as a reference to
future researchers who may be interested in undertaking projects to analyze log data to
understand user behavior. Thus, this represents a contribution in addition to our approach
and the above findings.

To summarize, we present a brief synopsis of our contributions along with a roadmap
identifying the relevant chapters where these are discussed. First, the next chapter reviews
work on logging, using logs to understand, model, or present user behavior, applications
of models of user behavior, tools and techniques for log analysis, visual analysis task tax-
onomies. The next three chapters represent our contributions:

• A discussion of the key challenges in using log data to understand user behavior (Chap-
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ter 3).

• An approach to summarizing interaction data – categorize low-level activity and then
cluster it into similar groups to identify common tasks – that can be used with logs
from other visual analytics systems.

• Two case studies in applying this high-level approach, resulting in summaries of user
activity specific to each system and set of users in question, the details of which are
summarized in Chapter 4 (Splunk) and Chapter 5 respectively (Tableau).

Chapter 6 summarizes and concludes. As the rest of the dissertation illustrates, our high-
level approach, which involves re-categorizing, clustering, and then labeling the low-level
interaction log data, provides a way to summarize the analysis activity in interaction logs at
a more general and understandable level.
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Chapter 2

Related Work

In this chapter, we provide background and related work on the topics of logging, log analysis,
and analysis and visualization task taxonomies.

2.1 Logging

In computing, a log is a record of occurrences that occurred during a running computer
program. To log is to write this information to the log. Logging is done by adding lines of
code to a program that write out the targeted information when a relevant occurrence takes
place. The types of occurrences that are logged can include interactions from a user, internal
conditions related to program execution, communication received from other systems, and
more.

Units of information in a log are often called events, corresponding to the fact that this
information is often issued when an event – an occurrence that is handled by the software
– is triggered. Graphical User Interfaces (GUIs) and other interactive programs are usually
event-driven. In general, events can be triggered by a user or some other external input,
as with GUIs, or internally by conditions within the program. Exactly what information is
logged for each event and its format varies widely – it may include information such as the
parameters, execution duration, caller, and source code location of the function or functions
that executed. At a minimum, the information logged usually includes the timestamp and
the type of occurrence. Often, other important details characterizing the occurrence are also
logged. Instead of events corresponding to actions, another alternative is to log the current
application state. This is less common in logs in general especially because it can take up
a great deal of storage space, but is sometimes done when recording workflow histories, as
discussed in Section 2.3.3.1. Sometimes, both the states and the actions that led from one
to another are recorded, for example, linearly, or in a graph-like structure. Action logging is
sometimes referred to as the command object model [45].

An example event logged by Tableau is shown in Table 2.1. Such events are typically
logged for debugging and performance monitoring purposes. In Chapter 3 we discuss specif-
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2013-09-24 22:06:34.197 (-,-,-,-) 0d08: UpdateThumbnail called,

WorksheetWnd.cpp, line 1685

Table 2.1: Example of an event logged by Tableau. This event records that a function was
called, giving its location in the source.

ically what types of events and associated information should be logged for user modeling.
Below, we discuss which basic types of information should be included in events:

• Timestamps: Events should always be accompanied by a timestamp that describes
the date, time, and timezone information. Timestamps are important for understand-
ing the order and rate of events but are not always accurate reflections of when an
event truly occurred. There is work not only on how to synchronize UI events but also
on distributed system events more broadly e.g., for debugging. A discussion of how to
deal with this problem for UI events is beyond the scope of this dissertation since it
was not a challenge we faced; we refer the reader to other work [64].

• User ID: Ideally each event should be connectable to information about the user “re-
sponsible” for initiating the event, in the sense that their interaction with the program
“caused” the event. For some events, the “user” responsible may be the system itself,
for example, in the case of garbage collection. In general, determining causality is not
trivial, but for the events of interest for user modeling, it should be straightforward.

• Version and configuration: It is critical to provide some information that ties each
event recorded to metadata about the version and configuration of the interface that
generated that event. This is important because exactly what information is logged and
the format it is logged in tends to change across versions and configurations. Without
this information, it can become unnecessarily difficult to parse the logged data, and
ambiguities may be introduced. Ideally, even changes to minor features of the interface
would be versioned, to facilitate A/B testing.

In the context of the Internet, there are additional challenges associated with logging.
Activity that occurs on remote hosts must be sent back to a collection point or collected
post-facto. This introduces the additional challenge of ordering the combined set of events
into one timeline, as noted by Hilbert and Redmiles, which is difficult without globally
synchronized timestamps, itself an engineering challenge [64]. Many cloud-based analytics
applications involve a client-side user interface where much of the user’s analysis actions,
especially those pertaining to visualization, are executed. To collect information about this
activity, the client must record and store or send it. If not done carefully, this logging has
the potential to hurt application or website performance, due to the storage and communi-
cation requirements. Hilbert and Redmiles propose an approach to monitoring web-based
applications that involves being explicit about what usage data is needed during application
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development, implementing a flexible and modular monitoring architecture separate from
other program logic, and abstracting events to provide the ability to filter and define usage
at multiple levels of abstraction [63]. We discuss these points more in Chapter 3, as these are
important considerations for logging user behavior that if followed would aid in case studies
like our own. Some researchers have proposed frameworks for tracking events like mouse
movements, scrolling, and clicks in webpages [13, 29]. This general interaction information
is often important; however, for many applications, it may be more useful or necessary to
implement application-specific tracking code.

Log analysis is often used in research as a means to an end, rather than as the subject
itself. In the next section, we review log analysis techniques. In the following sections, we re-
view some examples of applications to which log analysis has been applied. We provide extra
detail for those applications that are most similar to the work presented in this dissertation.

2.2 Tools and Techniques

In this section we review some common tools and techniques for log analysis. This is relevant
not only in comparison to our approach, but also in comparison to the uses revealed in our
case study of Splunk, a log analysis system (Chapter 4).

2.2.1 Tools

As described in Chapter 4, we studied logs from Splunk, which is itself a system for log
analysis. Here we describe some others, both academic and commercial. Dapper, Google’s
system tracing infrastructure, is used by engineers to track request latency, guarantee data
correctness, assess data access costs, and find bugs [145]. These engineers use transformations
to analyze the logs similar to those used by Splunk users, such as filtering events, aggregating
the data, projecting fields, and visualizing the result. Other systems, such as Sawzall and
PigLatin, include query languages that extract data from logs with heavy use of these same
types of transformations [122, 115]. This suggests these basic types of activity are typical
of log analysis usage. However, more involved techniques for log analysis have also been
developed, which we describe below.

2.2.2 Log Analysis Techniques

Many published techniques for log analysis center around the main challenges in working
with logs, such as dealing with messy formats, and solving event-based problems, like causal
analysis [112]. This includes event and host clustering [99, 102], root failure diagnosis [33,
91], anomaly detection and dependency inference [113, 95], and data extraction [90, 170].
Although these techniques’ motivating use cases overlap with Splunk use cases described in
Chapter 4, we did not observe much use of such techniques in our Splunk dataset (though
Splunk does provide, e.g., clustering and anomaly detection functionality). Techniques for
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analyzing search query logs involve examining query terms and extracting user sessions [72,
130]. Such techniques would be most applicable to our Splunk dataset, but due to event
provenance issues described in Chapter 4, we were not able to extract sessions from our
dataset [99, 102]. In terms of how these compare with our work, the most relevant approaches
are those that focus on clustering events, because that is our main strategy in both of our
studies. Clustering is most often applied to query logs to find similar queries, though the
similarity metrics used differ [177, 73, 40, 14]. Similarity metrics include query result set
similarity [14], syntactical similarity [14], datatype and topic similarity [73, 40], time [73, 40],
action set similarity, specifically the Jaccard index [177], and human judgment via manual
coding and grouping [55]. In in our Chapter 4 use case, we use the second and third type
of similarity metric listed, and the third, fourth, fifth, and sixth type in our Chapter 5 use
case.

Hilbert and Redmiles’ survey on the use of UI events to evaluate usability describes
techniques that are more relevant to this dissertation than those described above [64]. Such
techniques include:
• Synchronizing and searching
• Selecting, abstracting, and recoding
• Counting and summarizing
• Sequence detection
• Sequence comparison
• Sequence characterization
• Visualizing events
• Integrating event information into other evaluation frameworks

. They cite several examples of each technique in their work; we refer the reader to their
survey for these references and instead describe the general techniques and how they compare
to our approaches below.

Synchronizing and searching is a technique whereby events are synchronized with other
types of session data, such as recorded video or hand-written observations. This technique
appears in a sense in our work in that in our Chapter 5 case study, we asked participants
to annotate their event logs with their thought processes and indicate the section of their
analysis findings report the annotation pertained to; this technique was not applicable to
our other case study.

Selecting refers to filtering events, abstracting refers to grouping or splitting events, and
recoding refers to re-categorizing these filtered, split, or grouped events. In both of our
case studies, we apply some filtering to remove machine-generated events, but primarily we
recategorize events into coarser-grained, higher-level analysis categories to make better sense
of them.

Counting and summarizing are the straightforward techniques of aggregating the different
types or higher-level categories of events and we also make extensive use of these approaches
in both of our case studies.

Sequence detection refers to the technique of identifying target sequences – abstract or
specific to an application – within the event stream, for example to abstract and recode the
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event stream or to identify subsequences for investigators to inspect further. This technique
is not applicable to Chapter 4 because we were not able to sessionize the queries, as we
describe in that chapter. However, it is applicable to our case study in Chapter 5, where we
seek to identify high-level tasks represented by our event stream. However, one difference is
that in our work, we seek to partition the entire event stream instead of identifying small
disjoint subsequences throughout. Also, the approaches in the literature often assume that
the subsequences of interest are identified a priori, either completely or partially, whereas
we seek to identify reasonable boundaries within the entire event stream that divide it into
subsequences or segments without specifying the segments themselves in advance. One
exception is the work of Santos and Badre, which detects “chunks” (which we call segments)
based on pauses in user activity, which serve as the boundaries between chunks [134]. In
Chapter 5, we discuss how such pauses did not seem to be good indicators of boundaries as
judged manually by investigators.

Sequence comparison refers to the technique of detecting divergence between a specified
subsequence and the event stream, to compare this actual usage against a specified trace of
expected usage, to identify potential usability problems. Like with the techniques described
in the previous paragraph, these techniques assume that the subsequence to compare is
provided by investigators a priori, since they target a different problem than the one we are
investigate here.

Sequence characterization refers to the technique of generating models to describe the se-
quential structure of these sequences. Hilbert and Redmiles describe two different approaches
in this case: Markov-based and grammar-based. We use the first approach in both of our
case studies, in which the sequences are modeled as nodes in a graph, with edge weights
corresponding to the frequency of transitions between each sequence. Grammar-based ap-
proaches define equivalent sequences by describing lower-level sequences that combine into
a higher-level action; for example, “print” may be achieved in a user interface by clicking
on the print button then clicking “OK” in the print dialogue, or by using a short-cut key.
Both of these subsequences could be mapped in a grammar-based approach to the same
action: print. This is an interesting approach, but we did not use it because we did not find
frequent enough occurrences of any sub-sequence in an initial investigation to justify pursu-
ing it. In other words, there were too many unique subsequences to create a grammar for
without a prohibitively long manual investigation. One possible reason is that participants
in both of our case studies all analyzed different datasets, so that the data being analyzed
would have to be discounted to make a literal match. The drawback of this is that it makes
the more abstraction that is applied, the less informative or plausible it is to make claims
about what sequences of high-level abstract categories of activity are trying to accomplish.
However, with the right kind of selection, abstraction, and recoding, as described above
(particularly of the data analyzed), a grammar-based approach may have yielded interesting
results. Incorporating information about the data analyzed would have only been possible
in our Chapter 5 case study because we did not have such information for our other case
study.

Visualizing events is self-explanatory and for both case studies we created both interactive



CHAPTER 2. RELATED WORK 14

visualization tools as well as static graphs to better understand and present user activity.
Integrating event information into other evaluation frameworks is not a technique we used
at all, but some recent work related to this technique is discussed below [117, 16].

2.2.2.1 Other Means of Studying Behavior

In Sections 2.3.2 and 2.3.3, we reviewed the use of logged interaction data to understand user
behavior, enhance interfaces, and build user models. For contrast, here we briefly review
some examples of ways researchers study user behavior without the logged interaction data.
Approaches include conducting controlled experiments, short-term observational studies,
long-term field studies, user interviews or surveys, or literature and product functionality
reviews.

For example, Gotz, et al., conducted an empirical study to examine user behavior, in
which they asked 30 participants to perform one of two researcher-designed analysis tasks
using commercial off-the-shelf tools [49]. The researchers provided material for participants
to take notes and recorded video and audio of each session using a “think-aloud” protocol.
The researchers also manually recorded all of the activity the participants performed, and
later coded these records into a standard format. The two main analysis patterns researchers
identified are the scan pattern, in which users inspect a series of objects to compare them,
and the flip pattern, in which users toggle between data subsets to compare them. The
researchers argue that these patterns reflected limitations in the analysis tools provided.
The tools we examine in our studies are not as limited, and also participants in our studies
performed a variety of different tasks rather than tasks we assigned them; thus, we did not
observe these as prevalent patterns. The researchers developed several recommendations,
centering on the importance of tracking analysis actions and exposing that to the user along
with note-taking functionality to enable re-usability and communication. This work could
have in theory been conducted using log analysis, but the researchers chose to manually
record activity instead.

Some researchers conducted a longitudinal, observational field study of intelligence an-
alysts to describe their methods and processes at a high-level, and produced design recom-
mendations based on this [79]. Similar studies have been conducted in the field of bioinfor-
matics [136]. Shorter, more controlled studies are often used when the researchers want to
code and analyze the insights gained from such studies [87, 135, 78]. For example, Gomez, et
al., carefully designed a novel evaluation approach called layered insight- and task-evaluation
(LITE) that combines features of other controlled studies to attempt to make-up for their
shortcomings [48]. However, some researchers advocate for the importance of multidimen-
sional long-term case studies (MILCs) for evaluating tools [144].

VEEVVIE is a software tool for collecting and analyzing data from carefully designed
visualization and human-computer interaction experiments [117]. Similarly, VA2 provides
an integrated environment for visually displaying and analyzing different types of UI data
together, such as think-aloud, interaction, and eye movement data [16]. A literature survey
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of methodological approaches in general user experience research supports that idea log
analysis is not a common approach [16].

Other work has focused on specifically understanding user visualization behavior and
preferences, as opposed to analysis behavior. Specifically, researchers seek to understand the
characteristics of both the user and the visualization that impact the user’s effectiveness,
efficiency, and satisfaction with their visualization task. This work is important, but has
been limited in that studies understandably tend to focus on only a few visualization types,
user characteristics, and task characteristics at a time. For example, one team of researchers
examined the impact of four user characteristics (perceptual speed, verbal working memory,
visual working memory, and user expertise) on the effectiveness of two common data visu-
alization techniques: bar graphs and radar graphs [153]. These researchers did not use log
data, but instead relied upon a carefully designed experiment where participants were asked
questions relating to the visualizations presented to them. Their findings include conclusions
like: users with a higher working memory prefer radar graphs to bar graphs. In a similar
study, researchers collected textual descriptions of the insights users gained from simple bar
graphs, simple line graphs, and combinations thereof [172]. The researchers used these re-
sults to develop a taxonomy of visual insights according to the analysis task at hand, as
well as identify what type of graphs users prefer for which tasks. The information in these
studies could be used to create systems that suggest the best visualization for a user based
on the user’s characteristics and task at hand.

More examples of the means of studying the behavior of users of visual analysis tools can
be found in the BELIV workshop (Beyond Time and Errors: Novel Evaluation Methods for
Visualization), dedicated to the discussion of challenges in and new methods for visualization
evaluation.

2.3 Applications

Log analysis is often used in research as a means to an end, rather than as the subject itself.
In the next sections, we review some examples of applications to which log analysis has been
applied. We provide extra detail for those applications that are most similar to the work
presented in this dissertation.

2.3.1 Computer Systems

Logs have been used in the context of computer systems to explain system behavior [31,
171], understand failures [123, 114], identify system design flaws [52], spot security vulnera-
bilities [85], highlight new phenomena [116], and drive system simulations [58]. The above
examples are often of a more general or academic nature, whereas users of the analysis tools
we study (Splunk and Tableau) are often looking for timely business insights specific to their
situation. Nonetheless it is useful to keep these use cases in mind, particularly when review-
ing the Splunk user log analysis activity in Chapter 4, because these are typical applications
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of Splunk. By contrast, Tableau is originally designed for and best suited to the examination
of relational data.

2.3.2 User Behavior

Log analysis is used not just to understand computer system behavior, but also to understand
human behavior, as we do in both Chapters 4 and 5. The types of human behavior studied
via log analysis can include how users interact with interfaces, how users seek information,
and more. Hilbert and Redmiles surveyed the use of UI event logs for providing usability
information [64]. The type of usability data captured in the work they survey includes task
performance, behavior, understanding, opinion, and stress, of which, only the behavioral
portion is our focus. Our focus is on identifying the types of tasks users perform while
analyzing data, as part of a broader effort to understand analysis and visualization behavior.
We review work that uses log data for this purpose in Section 2.3.2.1. Most of this work
differs from ours in that the data gathered is usually from small experiments (i.e., 10-16
participants and 20-45 minute analyses sessions) in which all participants were given the
same dataset and asked to perform the same tasks. In contrast, in both of our case studies,
participants engaged in in-depth analyses over a wide range of datasets of their choosing.

2.3.2.1 Analysis and Visualization

Logs from analysis tools can be used to investigate the reasoning process of analysts. Topics
investigated by researchers include how to improve analysis tools, how to discover analysts’
reasoning process for solving complex problems with these tools, how to characterize different
types of analysts based on their approaches, and more.

One comprehensive system for studying user analysis behavior is GlassBox, a system
for capturing and leveraging user activity across applications, created by Cowley and col-
laborators [36, 37]. In addition to data capture, GlassBox aims to serve as a platform for
interoperable analysis tools that leverage this data to provide intelligent assistance to ana-
lysts, as well as a platform for evaluating the effectiveness of analysis tools. We are unaware
of any reported results from specific studies done using this platform. Most studies of using
log data to understand user analysis, like ours, have focused on datasets collected from spe-
cific analysis applications, sometimes from user experiments, and other times from everyday
use.

In a set of two studies, Jeong and Dou, et al., asked ten financial analysts to analyze a
synthetic bank transaction dataset to uncover suspicious activity using an academic trans-
action analysis tool [73, 40]. They asked participants to think aloud to reveal their thought
processes by describing what steps they were taking and why. They collected log data from
the analysis tool, as well as information about participants’ strategies and findings. This
is very similar to the data we collected for the case study described in Chapter 5, except
the Jeong and Dou, et al., study involves the use of a different tool, and participants were
all asked to perform the same, shorter analysis task, whereas our participants performed
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Figure 2.1: Treemaps used by Jeong and Dou, et al., to visualize user financial analysis
activity [73, 40].

in-depth explorations of different datasets of their choosing. The researchers created two
visualization tools that present the log data to help them understand the analysts’ reasoning
process, also similar to our approach. These visualization tools were specific to the analysis
tool the participants used, much like our visualizations are. One of the visualization tools in
particular resembles the tool we describe in Section 5.3.1. The other visualization uses a set
of three tree maps to cluster user activity by the type and topic of data examined, as well as
time, as shown in Figure 2.1. The researchers asked four coders to reconstruct the analysts’
reasoning process using only these visualization tools and the log data. The coders were able
to reconstruct the analysts’ reasoning process with 60-82% accuracy, in about as much time
as the original analysts had taken. This suggests that given the right visualization tools, log
data can be used by trained coders to reconstruct analysts’ reasoning process with enough
accuracy to justify larger studies that could be used to learn more general principles about
how analysts reason. One difference between our work and this work is that rather than
coding all of our data and investigating whether human analysts could reconstruct what
users did, we examined ways of summarizing user activity both manually and automatically
– a related, but not identical formulation.

Heer, et al., implement graphical analysis histories in Tableau and use this history data
to identify usage patterns [60]. They capture and present the application states and the
user’s path through them, as well as user actions that they categorize into coarser-grained
groups. This is essentially the same type of data as we collect and analyze in Chapter 4.
Their findings are that undo actions are used to delete, formatting is the most prevalent
action, the ShowMe visualization recommendation tool is useful, and that their rules for
summarizing the history presented are effective. These rules are particularly relevant to our
work, as we employ a different approach to summarizing user activity, the details of which
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are discussed in Section 5.3.4.
Boyadin, et al., use interaction logs in a study with 16 participants, to compare two

different interaction techniques as to whether they result in users arriving at different find-
ings [21]. Participants were asked to perform a short but fairly open-ended exploration of a
dataset using these different interaction techniques. The authors also collected descriptions
of the participants’ findings, the participants’ assessment of the importance of each finding,
screenshots associated with each finding, a user questionnaire, and audio and video record-
ings of each session. They use a Gantt chart, which highlights the different segments of a
timeline of events, to visualize participants interactions as they develop each finding. This
is similar to our visualization of segments in Chapter 5, except that ours are oriented verti-
cally, and we don’t compare multiple subjects in the same view since they pursued entirely
different analyses.

Reda, et al., present another evaluation technique for characterizing visual exploration
that incorporates interaction data from log files as well as video recordings. It involves iden-
tifying and coding mental states from the video and then analyzing the flow between mental
states and logged interactions using transition frequency diagrams [127]. This approach
builds upon the work of Saraiya, North, and others, described in Section 2.4 [135, 110]. In
a study with ten participants performing open-ended exploration of a single dataset on two
different displays, they found that the larger display resulted in less display modification
and more insight generation. Similar to this work, we also use transition frequency diagrams
in both of our case studies, though we do not code and incorporate insight information, as
already mentioned. Doing so would be an interesting extension of our work. Their results are
not very comparable to ours as they were obtained from users analyzing a different dataset
on a different tool from those included in our case studies.

In a similar study, Guo, et al., asked ten students to analyze a synthetic corpus of news
reports, resumes, and email headers, using a text analysis tool [55]. They collected the
insights reported by the user, as well as interaction data from logs. Like the previous study,
they then coded this data into actions and insights. Specifically, they coded sequences of
actions into patterns representing higher-level activity. This is similar to our notion of tasks;
however, we follow a different approach. Guo, et al., also created a visualization of these
higher-level actions that resemble our visualization of the Tableau log data in Chapter 5,
which suggests this is a useful format for viewing log data. They looked at frequently
recurring patterns, as well as the transition frequency between high-level actions, which
we also examined for our datasets. We also examined frequently recurring patterns in our
Splunk case study in Chapter 4, using sequences of high-level transformation categories.
However, when we tried to do so in our Tableau case study in Chapter 5, we did not find
any interesting pattern that occurred frequently enough from which to draw conclusions –
we discuss possible reasons for this in Chapter 5. Guo, et al., then examined the correlation
coefficients of each action and each insight, as well as which actions participants preferred
when many equivalents were available. Using this analysis, the researchers were able to
identify specific useful and not useful interface features, but it is unclear to what extent
these generalize even to other text analysis tools, or visual analysis tools in general.
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One feature that distinguishes these studies from our work is that in these, researchers
undertook extensive coding work to identify and classify findings or “insights”, whereas we
only examine actions. To make the classification and analysis of findings or insights feasible,
they gave all participants the same small analysis assignment over the same dataset. By
contrast, in our case studies, participants chose whatever dataset they wanted, investigated
whatever questions they wanted, and spent as much time as they wanted analyzing it. This
resulted in a higher volume of interaction records and a large number of different situations in
which to classify findings and insights. This volume makes insight classification less feasible,
and the different dataset and analysis goal contexts would make it difficult to compare
different analyses to one another, as the other studies did. Thus, there is a trade-off between
having an analysis interaction dataset that is amenable to classifying insights versus having
more “real-world” analyses in the dataset, in which the datasets vary and much more work
is done. The goal of the studies that classified insights were to understand what kinds of
interactions and interface features lead to certain insights, whereas our goal is to understand
how to summarize lower-level activity into higher-level task descriptions. We discuss insight
studies further in Section 2.4.

In a different study using logged interaction data, Zhang, et al., sought to identify different
types of user personas [177]. A persona is an abstract archetypal user, used as a UX design
tool, that describes a set of behaviors, goals, wants, needs, and frustrations. They gathered
millions of clickstreams from users of a real-life data analysis product and clustered these
into ten common workflow types. They then classified users into five different personas based
on their mix of workflow types. This is an approach that we may have been able to take
in our Splunk study; in our Tableau study, we did not have enough data for this approach.
In another study, researchers demonstrated they could predict users’ task performance and
certain personality traits, such as locus of control, extroversion, and neuroticism, by applying
machine learning techniques to interaction data from a visual search task [23].

2.3.2.2 Other Domains

While in Chapter 4 we use query logs to study analysis behavior, query logs are often
used to study search engine user behavior. People have used search engine query logs to
model semantic relationships [108], track user preferences [146], and identify information
needs [125]. In addition to query logs, Guo and Agichtein proposed using fine-grained user
interactions with the search results, such as mouse movements and scrolling, to detect users’
search goals [57]. Waterson, et al., developed systems for gathering data to evaluate the
usability of web pages [166]. This system also stores the URLs visited in a network diagram,
in addition to metadata about those states. In Chapter 4, we only have access to actions, as
shown in Figure 4.1, but in Chapter 5, we gather actions, states, and metadata about the
data analyzed, as shown in Figure 5.1. Chi, et al., use user web surfing patterns to attempt
to predict user needs or tasks and simulate usage patterns based on these [32]. Agichtein, et
al., use implicit user feedback as revealed through their search behavior to improve search
results [3]. Business process mining,uses data about business activities, often from logs,
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to learn models of the operational processes participants used in that activity [1]. Van der
Aalst, et al., use process mining to analyze the invoices sent by the various subcontractors and
suppliers of the Dutch National Public Works Department, responsible for the construction
and maintenance of the road and water infrastructure [1].

Due to data quality issues discussed in Section 4.2, we could not analyze Splunk user
sessions, but other aspects of our work parallel these techniques [8]. Collecting client-side
user interactions is also a challenge in the many analysis applications which rely on a browser-
based interface for visualization rather than a desktop application. Thus, employing some of
the aforementioned techniques to collect examine data analysis activity logs is a promising
avenue of future research. Going forward we expect that the study of human information
seeking behavior will be enriched through the study of analysis query logs and fine-grained
client-side interface interaction, much as the study of web search has been.

2.3.3 Interfaces

Logging and log analysis have been used not only to understand systems and users, but also to
directly develop new user interfaces and improve the user experience. We discuss three main
categories of interface features that are enabled through the logging of user activity:
• Exposing analysis provenance or workflow histories
• Automatically recommending possible analyses or visualizations
• Facilitating collaboration through the recording and sharing of analysis activity

Many of these features are found in what are known as intelligent interfaces. They are
often proposed for use in interfaces for exploratory analysis and search, because tracking
and sharing the work done so far, as well as providing further suggestions is particularly
helpful in these contexts. Several of the systems we discuss below provide all three types of
functionality, though many focus on just one aspect.

2.3.3.1 Workflow Histories and Analysis Provenance

In computer science, the term provenance, originating from archival and library science,
commonly refers to the origins of a piece of data. In analysis and visualization applications,
users transform data to understand it, and to obtain insights about the question that they
gathered the data to answer. Thus, in analysis and visualization applications, provenance
is also in some sense a record of the user’s activity, which can be recorded in and obtained
from logs. To help users better track, understand, and share their findings, researchers have
proposed exposing provenance – such as what transformations the user applied to the data
– within the interface of the analysis application. Such data is sometimes referred to as
workflow histories, history models, insight provenance, or trails, to reflect that this data is
a record of the analysis work a user did to reach insights. This work bears a particular
relevance to ours when workflow histories are used to help understand users’ tasks or when
it involves segmenting the activity or state sequences into subsequences and summarizing
them.
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Kurlander presents a linear history for graphical editing tools, in which actions are dis-
played grouped together into segments, or panels, which are depicted graphically by a thumb-
nail of a representative state in that segment [89]. The segments are created via heuristics,
like we do when segmenting Tableau event logs in Section 5.3.4, and can be used to create
macros. We discuss the differences between our approaches and others in that section.

Amulet is a development environment for user interfaces that provide commands objects
organized into a reusable command hierarchy [107]. In this system, lower-level user interac-
tions invoke lower-level commands, which invoke higher-level commands, and at the highest,
application-specific level, commands correspond to the semantic actions of the program. This
is intended to provide better re-usability, but other projects have also found that logging
semantic-level interface commands better reveals user behavior and intent than lower-level
commands do. For example, HARVEST provides insight provenance by providing visualiza-
tion widgets that can be re-used across applications and that support “semantic interaction”
to help identify and capture user intent [50, 51]. Like in the previously discussed system,
presenting widgets that are at this level of abstraction has the benefit of making it possi-
ble to capture tasks at the application-level rather than needing to code interactions post
facto. Users analyze data in HARVEST by interacting with these widgets and HARVEST
recommends visualizations to the user based on this analysis history. We discuss analysis
and visualization recommendation later in Section 2.3.3.3. Researchers also used interaction
data collected from HARVEST to create a taxonomy of analysis activity [50]; analysis task
taxonomies are discussed in Section 2.4.

TOME is a framework by Gomez and Laidlaw for building models of user performance at
quick, interactive UI tasks, such as searching for a place in a mapping application [47]. With
this framework, interfaces can be implemented to allow for the collection of interface event
and keystroke data. The authors aggregate interaction histories for a given task and choose
the most common as the canonical approach which is then displayed as a storyboard. This
storyboard can be manipulated by adding new event types to reflect new interface features;
TOME can then predict the effect of these.

One recent novel approach to exposing provenance is, rather than exposing analysis his-
tory as a collection of past actions and/or states, revealing it in terms of the dimensions
of the data that have been analyzed [138]. In a user study, these researchers found that
participants with access to their dimension coverage information during their analysis for-
mulated more questions, investigated more dimensions, and discovered more findings than
participants without.

Heer, et al., deployed workflow history prototypes in Tableau, which is the commercial
analysis product we use as the source of data for our case study in Chapter 5 [61]. They first
performed a design study of various graphical history tools. They then created a history
model for Tableau and used the data they collected for this to study user behavior. They
use heuristics to group history into coarser-grained chunks, similar to how we do for our
Tableau event data, described in Section 5.3.4. Their findings are discussed in the context
of our findings in Section 5.3.5. They also created visualizations of this user activity. They
found that using behavior graphs were the most useful for understanding user behavior,
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which contain some characteristics similar to our visualization, such as depicting application
state and color-coding by action type. We did not try this approach, because the sessions
we examined were generally several orders of magnitude longer, so we sought visualizations
that could compactly display more events. However, it would be interesting to incorporate
the graph aspect into our visualization as future work.

Lastly, some analysis systems can be thought of as partially incorporating analysis prove-
nance information explicitly in their analyses specifications, particularly when these take the
form of pipelines [17, 88, 51]. One such system was used to generate scientific visualization
pipelines that the researchers later mined to automatically recommend visualizations [17,
88]. In our Splunk dataset (Chapter 4), analyses are also expressed via pipelines, called
queries.

Other projects have applied history mechanisms to graphical editing [89, 103], network
analysis [42], document editing [54], computational science [22], web design [86], and web
browsing [15, 169, 74]. Reviewing all of the workflow history mechanisms in the literature
is beyond the scope of this chapter, but Heer, et al., [61] and Sarvghad, et al., [138] provide
good overviews of this space.

2.3.3.2 Collaborative Analysis

Another application of logging interaction data is found in tools for analyzing processes
that are themselves collaborative. Collaboration efforts are aided by sharing the analyses
that individual analysts have performed, so that others can understand and build upon that
analysis. While there are many collaboration tools, here we provide just a few examples for
collaborative data analysis tools.

ManyEyes is a public website for collaborative visual analytics, where users can create,
share, and discuss visualizations [159]. Willet, et al., created an analysis system that lets
users outsource parts of their exploratory analysis to paid crowd workers and then interac-
tively examine and build upon these workers results [168]. DataHub is another platform for
collaborative data analysis [19]. Rcloud is a collaborative analysis environment for R pro-
grams that provides an overview where users can browse popular and recent analyses and
supports search, annotation, and recommendation over all analyses [111]. Lastly, Sarvghad,
et al., create an analysis tool in which the dimensions analysed by the user are recorded
and shared with collaborators, so that analysts can see which data dimensions have been
explored and how. They find that presenting this information reduces the amount of time
it takes collaborators to find and investigate unexplored subsets of the data [137].

2.3.3.3 Automatic Analysis or Visualization Generation

Logged activity records can be used as the basis for automatically generating analyses and vi-
sualization recommendations, though these recommendations can also be generated via other
means. Some projects, like the Gene Ontology [46], the Sloan Digital Sky Survey [147], or
the Aqua Data Studio IDE and workspace [12] maintain query repositories with example
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queries, or query logs, where users can search for related queries. Aside from basing recom-
mendations on records past user activity, recommendations can be based on predetermined
principles about which visualizations are appropriate for various types of data and tasks,
on information about the data and visualization types stored in ontologies, on measures of
how interesting the visualization is, or other statistics, such as similarity metrics, or on user
preferences or feedback. Here we review the different types of systems organized according
to the basis upon which they make their recommendations.
Based on the user task: Casner automatically designed graphic presentations based on an
analysis of a logical description of a task the user was attempting to undertake [27]. ADE, or
Active Data Environment, is a system that recommends data for the user to analyze based on
inferring the user’s current analytic tasks from their interactions with the tool [35]. The set
of possible tasks was predetermined by the prototype developers and the mapping between
interactions and possible corresponding tasks maintained by hand. Our work could be used
in systems like ADE to replace the manual task modeling with the automatic identification
of tasks and the interactions that imply them.
Based on analysis and visualization principles: SAGE is part of a collection of tools for
constructing graphical designs by selecting graphical elements, mapping them to data, com-
bining them, and for finding and customizing prior designs [132]. Users of SAGE can partially
sketch out designs and SAGE infers the remaining properties based on principles of which
visualizations are appropriate for the given data and task specified by the user [131]. In
addition, SAGE provides users the ability to browse and search related designs based on
criteria such as the graphical elements used and the data types of the data mapped to these
graphical elements. Schiff developed a method to automatically create cognitively motivated
visualizations from first principles using very small data sets [139]. St. Amant and Cohen
developed a knowledge-based planning system called AIDE to help users strike a balance be-
tween conventional statistical packages and automated systems which do not ask the user for
any kind of input [9]. Tableau includes a “Show Me” feature, which is meant to reduce the
burden on users by automatically creating a good visualization of a view of their data [98].
The user selects a tuple of columns, and Tableau returns a list of possible visualizations
templates that could be used with these columns, by suggesting all visualizations that are
compatible with the selected columns’ types. Profiler is a tool for data quality assessment, a
common precursor to data analysis, which involves finding missing values, outliers, and mis-
spellings [76]. It recommends views of the data based on statistics regarding the distribution
of and the presence of anomalies in the dataset.
Based on user feedback: VizDeck also aims to automatically suggests visualizations for ex-
ploratory data analysis [68, 81]. It generates all possible visualizations for a given data
set from a set of seven possible chart types, then ranks them by predicting how interesting
the user will find them, based on the user’s other feedback. DataPlay auto-corrects SQL
queries based on user feedback about which tuples to keep or drop from the answers and
non-answers [2]. VizRec uses a combination of rules like the above systems, as well as user
preferences elicited crowd-sourcing experiment on Amazon Mechanical Turk [106].
Based on how interesting the visualization is: Some researchers developed a tool for refor-
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matting messy input data for use in downstream analysis tools that proactively suggests data
transforms according to a metric that scores tables according to type homogeneity, sparsity
and the presence of delimiters [56]. They found their top-ranked suggestions is preferred by
the user 77% of the time. YmalDB is a system for recommending SQL queries that have
results similar to those of a user’s original query [41]. It does not assume the existence of
query logs upon which to base its recommendations, but rather, computes recommendations
based on the most interesting sets of (attribute, value) pairs from the original query, us-
ing a metric that depends on the frequency of the pair in the query and in the database.
SeeDB generates recommended visualizations for the results of SQL queries also based on
interestingness, but uses a slightly different metric that measures how much the visualization
technique applied to the current result set differs from the visualization applied to the entire
database [118]. Atlas is a database interface, designed for data exploration, that responds
to each user database query with a set of automatically suggested “data maps” that each
describe the results of that query clustered by various attributes [141].
Based on annotated ontologies: Other researchers have used a formalized, annotated ontology
of data and visualizations to generate context-aware visualization recommendations [163]. In
a prototype called VizBoard, they then expanded upon this work by incorporating explicit
user feedback about these visualizations in the recommendation system [161, 162]. Other
authors have also used ontologies to enumerate valid data mining processes [18].
Based on logged analysis activity: In the Lumière project at Microsoft, researchers devel-
oped a Bayesian model of user behavior, trained on logged event data from the spreadsheet
program Excel [67]. This model was developed to drive an intelligent user assistant within
Excel that would reason about the user’s goals, identify when the user needed help achieving
those goals with the software, and then provide hints to guide the user to possible solutions.
We discuss some of the challenges that the Lumière team faced in using logged event data
in Chapter 3.

The Systematic Yet Flexible (SYF) architecture is a framework for supporting exploratory
data analysis in a variety of analysis applications by tracking the user’s analysis process,
suggesting unexplored states, allowing the user to annotate useful states, and enabling the
reuse of successful analysis strategies [120]. This system is an example of one that both
exposes analysis provenance to the user, as well as provides suggestions; it also enables
collaboration, which is an application discussed in the next section (2.3.3.2).

VisComplete suggests analysis visualization pipelines based on correspondences between
existing pipeline subgraphs in a database of recorded user visualization pipelines [17, 88].
Yang, et al., recommend new query joins by looking for new ways to combine or extend
previously-issued query joins from the database query log [173]. SnipSuggest also suggests
possible additions to queries using relevant snippets collected from a log of past queries,
except it applies to SQL queries rather than visualization pipelines [84].

The HARVEST system described in the previous section (2.3.3.1) generates recommenda-
tions by returning the most similar visualizations to the current visualization from a database
of example visualizations [51]. Wrangler is a tool for facilitating data reformatting, which is
a common precursor to data analysis [77]. It defines a set of data cleaning transformations,
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and in response to user interaction, it provides some guesses as to which of these transforma-
tions the user might want, based on the relative frequency of transformations selected before,
as recorded in a corpus of usage statistics. Smart Query Browser is a tool for browsing SQL
query logs of large databases that returns query sessions instead of single queries in response
to user query terms, though it is unclear how they match queries [83]. QueRIE is another
system that recommends SQL queries from a log of the user’s past queries using one of two
possible metrics – one based on the similarity of tuples returned and the other based on the
similarity of syntactical features [30]. The latter is most relevant to our work in Chapter 4
because we use some syntactical features to group similar queries, whereas in Chapter 5, we
group consecutive parts of the event log based on the visualization operated upon, which is
usually related to the same data items, so this is more relevant to the former metric.

Marcel and Negre provide a 2011 survey of query recommendation technique for databases,
and point out that many of the recommendation algorithms they survey, including those
discussed above, have not been assessed with real users and use cases [101]. Frequent Item-
sets Mining for Interactive OLAP Query Recommandation (FIMIOQR) is a query auto-
completion framework that extracts query fragments, or elements, from the database query
log, and constructs frequent itemsets from these as the basis of recommendation [82]. In other
words, it recommends query fragments that most frequently accompany the current partial
query. In Remix, a business intelligence reporting prototype, researchers implemented a sys-
tem for recommending similar SQL queries to users from a database of all recorded report
queries, based on an index-based query matching approach [152]. This system recommends
queries that involve similar data content to the queries issued by the user, rather than focus-
ing on syntactical similarity. Aufare, et al., recommend similar queries to database users by
first clustering their past queries, representing the transitions between clusters as a Markov
model, determining which cluster the current user query belongs to, and then suggesting a
query from the cluster following it in the model [14]. This work bears strong resemblance
to ours in that we also cluster Splunk queries based on similarity in Chapter 4, and model
transitions between queries as a Markov model in both Chapter 4 and 5. Two differences are
that they use a similarity metric based on the overlap of the parameters passed to the SQL
queries [4], whereas our metric is per-command type, and based on similarity in parameters
features specific to the Splunk query in question.

RapidMiner is a software framework for developing analysis workflows that can recom-
mend additional operations to add on to the current workflow, using a prediction model that
is trained on a set of thousands of real-world data analysis workflows [71].

In addition to recommendation systems, there are also autocomplete systems that rec-
ommend query or pipeline completions The Wolfram Predictive Interface provides both au-
tocomplete suggestions as well as suggestions for the next step to take, though it is unclear
what this technology is based upon [129].
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2.4 Tasks and Models

In this dissertation, we seek to empirically identify analysis tasks represented in our datasets
of activity records. There has been considerable work in the area of identifying, modeling,
and taxonomizing user tasks, particularly with respect to analysis activity. The taxonomies
of analysis activity are not limited to visual analysis, which is our focus, but also include
scientific data analysis and intelligence analysis. There are also taxonomies for the somewhat
related task of web search, but we omit those here.

Different taxonomies break down the space of activity along different dimensions, such
as by datatype, visual representation, task, interaction, or other. Nonetheless, there is a fair
amount of overlap between taxonomies as well as the activity we observed in both of our
case studies. The analysis task taxonomies are the most relevant to our work, with visual
interaction and representation taxonomies being somewhat less relevant. Though the focus
of this dissertation is on methods of identifying tasks represented in log data, one interesting
avenue for future work might be to compare the tasks we identified to each of the taxonomies
and activity models in the literature, though some are at a higher or lower level of detail
than we identify. Here we briefly describe some of the taxonomies and activity models that
have been proposed.

GOMS is a model, or family of analysis techniques, proposed by Card for predicting
and explaining user task performance in general, not specific to analysis tasks [26]. GOMS
stands for goals (what the user wants to do), operators (the means available to the user for
accomplishing these goals), methods (sequences of operators and subgoals), and selection (the
rules for choosing among different methods). Researchers in Project Ernestine used GOMS
in conjunction with user activity records to evaluate different workstations for telephone
company toll and assistance operators [53]. Paterno has a book chapter describing different
approaches to task modeling, including GOMS, as well as others [119]. Also at a more generic
level not specific to analysis applications, Hoppe proposed determining the current user task
by creating a parser that maps different tasks to different sequences of user interactions [65].
He introduces a formalism for the representation of tasks, represented in a Prolog program,
and implements an example application of this for a UNIX-like file management system.
Tasks in his framework must be predefined in order to be detected. Work such as ours in
detecting user tasks post-facto could be coupled with such a parser that operates in real-time
to detect user task in intelligent interfaces.

With respect to information visualization tasks specifically, Card describes an abstract
cycle of data transformation, visualization, and rendering [25]. Likewise, the Application
Visual System (AVS) also envisions the scientific visualization process as an iterative cy-
cle [157]. In a study by Russell, et al., on the cost structure of sensemaking, the authors
likewise identify a recurring cyclical structure of sensemaking, which they refer to as the
“learning loop complex” [133]. Later, Card in collaboration with Pirolli conducted an obser-
vational study using a think-aloud protocol to characterize the sensemaking, or intelligence
analysis process, at a high level, as another loop [124]. At this level, sensemaking shares
many commonalities with visual analytics; however the elements of the loops identified in
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the work above tend to be at a higher-level of abstraction than is our focus. Also, because
we did not have sufficient information to sessionize the queries in our Chapter 4 case study,
we could not identify loops there, but the participants in the Chapter 5 often followed an
iterative process, at least in part because of analysis instructions given to participants.

Shneiderman proposed seven task and seven datatype taxonomy for visual analysis that
shares many parallels with the tasks we discover in Chapter 4 [143]. He also poses a Visual
Information Seeking Mantra, “Overview first, zoom and filter, then details-on-demand”, that
participants who contributed to the dataset we study in Chapter 5 learned about prior to
performing their analyses. Springmeyer, et al., propose a taxonomy of scientific data analysis
tasks based on an observational study [149]. This taxonomy is most similar to the activities
we observe in Chapter 5, though again at a more fine-grained level than we have yet analyzed.

The GRASPAC project discussed in Section 2.3.3.1 decomposed visualization tasks into
data sources (generated by a computational process that can be adjusted and rerun), filters,
mappers, and renderers [22]. This is a more implementation-oriented view of visualization
than is reflected in the records we collected; moreover it includes the data generation portion
of the process, which was often not part of the analysis process for participants in our
datasets, and wouldn’t have been captured in any case.

Buja, et al., describe a rudimentary interactive high-dimensional data analysis taxonomy
and discuss how this relates to features of a tool called XGobi [24]. This taxonomy is more
relevant to Chapter 5 than to Chapter 4 because we were not able to collect much visualiza-
tion information in the latter case. Chuah and Roth describe a very-low level hierarchical
taxonomy of visual analysis tasks that has much overlap with Tableau functionality, though
we describe tasks at a higher level of granularity in our study [34].

Dix and Ellis provide a taxonomy of interaction techniques for visualization, as part of
their position paper arguing for adding interaction to visualizations to improve their utility,
in order to make it easier to match interaction techniques with the task at hand [39]. Lee
and Grinstein present an architecture for uniting database and visualization systems that
records user interactions – queries, query results, and the associated visualization – so that
the process by which a database is explored can be analyzed [93, 92]. The authors use a
graph-like structure to model the process in which vertices are the visualization states and
the edges are relationships between them that are based on similarities between the states.
They instantiated their approach in a system called Exbase and from that learned of two
common exploration patterns, panning and zooming; however, it’s unclear how many users
they gathered this exploration data from, or in what context.

Zhou and Feiner synthesized a taxonomy from several other research papers that connects
high-level tasks to low-level visualization techniques, with the ultimate goal of facilitating
automatic visualization design (research on which was discussed in Section 2.3.3.3) [178].
Similar to work discussed in this section and Section 2.3.3.1, this work concerns itself with
identifying visual activity at different levels of abstraction or hierarchy [107, 50, 51]. Keim
presents a taxonomy for visual exploration along the axes of data, visualization, and interac-
tion, which he derives from first-hand knowledge [80]. This taxonomy is much broader than
our use cases, applying to many different types of data. Andrienko, et al., create a taxon-
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omy for visual analysis of spatiotemporal data in terms of what type of data topology the
analysis techniques are for and what exploratory tasks they support [11]. Wilkinson at al.
proposed a visual taxonomy in their “Grammar of Graphics” for describing and composing
visualizations [167]. Amar, et al., construct visual analytic taxonomies organized around
the user’s task, rather than around visual representations, by collecting almost 200 potential
analysis questions posed by students about five datasets from different domains [10]. Yi, et
al., provide a taxonomy of visual interactions, as opposed to tasks, but they did consider
task in their compilation [174]. They did this via clustering techniques identified via a liter-
ature review. Yi, et al., cite several other taxonomies of interactions types and modes, but
these are less relevant to our task-oriented work [156, 148, 165]. Jankun-Kelly, et al., have
proposed a formal model for representing the visualization and exploration process as a set
of parameters describing a visualization, with actions representing a transformation of these
parameters [70].

The creators of the visual analytics system HARVEST described in Section 2.3.3.1 de-
veloped an action and task taxonomy as the basis of the operators provided in their tool, so
that user tasks could be captured at the application-level rather than having to code user
interactions post facto [50]. Heer and Shneiderman’s taxonomy has 12 tasks, four in each
of three categories: data and view specification, view manipulation, and process and prove-
nance. These map well to the tasks we identify in Chapter 5. Lastly, Shulz, et al., reviewed
all of this literature on visualization task taxonomies and created a visual design space in
which to place them, with dimensions of the design space being task goal, task methods,
data characteristics, data target and cardinality, task order, and type of user [140]. This
work is an important survey of the research on task taxonomies.

Closely related to the notion of tasks is the notion of insights, which we have mentioned
before in Section 2.3.3.1 without defining. Yi, et al., conduct a literature review to attempt
to define the term “insight” in the context of analysis, and offer a high-level taxonomy of
the means of reaching insights [175]. Chang, et al., similarly attempt to define “insight,”
arguing for a dual definition as both a moment of enlightenment as well as a piece of infor-
mation [28]. North attempts to define the term “insight” and argues for expanding beyond
simple benchmark tasks for evaluating how well visualization tools help users reach insights
in their analysis [110]. In a later study, North and collaborators compare the simple bench-
mark task evaluation method with their broader, more qualitative insight evaluation, and
find that the latter confirms the results of the former while also illuminates additional types
of tasks [109]. This follows on earlier work by Saraiya, et al., that had quantified insights
to determine which bioinformatics analysis tools were more suitable for different analysis
tasks [135]. Other studies involving the coding of insights for evaluating visualizations have
been conducted by Vande Moere et al [105] and Liu and Heer [94]. The difficultly in precisely
defining insight is similar to that for defining “task.” This is complicated by the fact that
these are usually colloquial and not exact technical terms and they can reference differing
levels of abstraction. Furthermore coding both tasks and insights is a subjective process.
For this reason, in this dissertation, we don’t claim to provide the perfect definition of task;
rather we rely on a simple definition supplemented by judges’ colloquial understandings in
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conjunction with concrete, empirical examples derived from our datasets.

2.5 Summary

Here we summarize the main differences between the work discussed in this chapter and our
work presented Chapters 4 and 5 of this dissertation. The work perhaps most similar to ours
is described in Section 2.3.2.1, on using logged interaction data to understand the behavior
of users of analysis tools. Some specific differences and similarities between the most related
pieces of work in that section and ours are:

• In several of the studies, the analyses that participants completed were designed by
the authors of the studies, meaning they were more limited in both time, scope, and
data analyzed [73, 40, 21, 127, 55], whereas in both of our case studies, users analyzed
whatever dataset they wanted, to investigate whatever questions they wanted, for
however long they wanted.

• In part due to the larger scope and real-world setting of the analyses reflected in the
data we collected, we did less manual coding of user activity and no coding at all of
user insights or findings, as several other groups of researchers did [73, 40, 21, 127, 55].
We did not have access to insights at all for our Splunk case study in Chapter 4, and
we did not attempt to relate these to user tasks in our Tableau case study in Chapter 5,
instead, focusing on user actions.

• We focus on summarizing lower-level log data to identify higher-level user tasks from
the data, rather than summarize it for another purpose, such as testing whether ana-
lysts can reconstruct user activity from the logs [73, 40], comparing different analysis
techniques or interface features [21, 127, 55], or presenting workflow history summaries
to users [60].

• Guo, et al., examined frequently recurring patterns [55]. We also did this in our Splunk
case study in Chapter 4, but not in our Tableau case study in Chapter 5, for reasons
we describe later in Chapter 5.

• We are similar to two other studies in the presention of transition frequencies between
different types of user activity [55], though some incorporated additional information
about mental states [127].

• Much of the related work presented visualizations of the log data they examined to
help them make sense of that data, as we did. Some of the visualizations bore some
commonalities to ours, for example in the presentation of events [21, 55], or the use of
transition diagrams [127, 55], whereas others were more specific to the analysis appli-
cations in their study [73, 40], or used techniques we did not adopt, like treemaps [73,
40].
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• Almost all of the other studies were conducted on different analysis systems from those
in our case studies, and many of their findings aren’t comparable to ours for that reason,
with the exception of work done in the context of Tableau [60]. Like in these studies,
limited applicability to analysis systems that are reasonably different from those we
include in our case studies is also one possible limitation of our own task descriptions.

Lastly, here we summarize the relationship between our work and the other related work
sections. Section 2.2 describes tools and techniques for log analysis for various purposes,
as well as presents some other means of understanding user behavior, for contrast. Most of
these techniques differ from our approaches, which are detailed in Chapters 4 and Chapter 5,
and are thus part of the novelty of our contribution. Section 2.3 describes applications of log
analysis. Section 2.3.1 briefly describes its application to computer systems, Section 2.3.2
to understanding user behavior, and Section 2.3.3 to interfaces. Section 2.3.3.1 describes
interfaces that present user interaction data from logs for a variety of types of systems, not
limited to analysis and visualization systems, to present users with a record of their activity,
rather than to identify higher-level user tasks, as we do. Similarly, the work in Section 2.3.3.2
describes the application of user interaction data in collaboration tools where activity records
are used to share progress with collaborators. We describe this work because presenting
records of user activity to users is related to our work of examining records of user activity
to identify their higher-level tasks. Section 2.3.3.3 describes research on generating analysis
and visualization recommendations to users, which can be done using logged interaction
data, among other means – our work could feed into such systems in that the tasks we
identify could be used to inform the recommendations made. Lastly, Section 2.4 describes
analysis task taxonomies – we also identify sets of analysis tasks, but we identify tasks in a
bottom-up fashion from the logged interaction data, whereas the taxonomies in the related
work are generally created top-down via the authors’ personal understanding, sometimes
synthesized with information from other published task taxonomies and other literature.
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Chapter 3

Challenges Studying Use Via Logs

Despite longstanding research interest in data exploration and automation, there is a scarcity
of automatically logged, high-quality activity records of data exploration activities at an
appropriate level of granularity, available for study by researchers and developers. In our
experience, one reason is that much of the data logged by data analysis systems is intended
for the purpose of debugging and system performance monitoring, not for understanding
user behavior [50, 67, 128]. As Horvitz, et al., note in their paper on Bayesian user modeling
for the Lumière project, whose goal was to build an automated assistant in Excel, “. . . it is
critical to gain access to a stream of user actions. Unfortunately, systems and applications
have not been written with an eye to user modeling” [67]. Many of the most popular data
analysis systems, like Tableau, are closed-source, with the implication being that outside
researchers can’t instrument them. Without access to these closed-source code bases, one
alternative is for researchers to build their own tools. This is a long-term endeavor and
comes with its own challenges. As a result, much effort has been devoted to devising ways
to extract useful usability information from UI events, as reviewed by Hilbert and Redmiles
in their extensive survey on the topic [64], and as we discuss in Section 2.3.2.1.

As an alternative to analyzing automatically logged user actions, much of the research
on understanding and improving how users analyze data relies either on author intuition
born of first-hand experience [18, 27, 77, 9] or on observational studies using manually-
recorded and synthesized information that is hard to share and compare [78, 79]. This
lack of automatically logged activity records hinders research into improving tools for data
exploration and analysis.

Currently, researchers have few good options for using logs to understand what users
are doing, build user models to improve interfaces, yield predictions about user actions, and
make recommendations to users. One option is to take great pains to extract high-level
information out of low-level event logs, as discussed in Section 3.3 [50, 64, 67, 128]. Another
option is to manually observe user behavior, interview experts, read through the literature,
and synthesize all of their observations “by hand,” then encode this synthesized information
into tools [160, 77, 97, 120].

If user actions were instead encoded in a machine-digestible format at an appropriate
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level of granularity, researchers could create software to automatically detect these patterns,
much like clickstream analysis and webmining [13, 44, 57, 150]. For example, HARVEST is
a visual analytics system that exposes interface elements for performing tasks that directly
correspond to “semantic actions,” like bookmark, brush, filter, and sort. In other words,
the interface is designed so that the actions the researchers are interested in tracking must
be explicitly indicated by the user. This, however, is not the norm in most interfaces. As
Hilbert and Redmiles conclude, “our understanding of the nature of UI events . . . leads us
to conclude that more work will likely be needed in the area of transforming the ‘raw’ data
generated by such event-based systems in preparation for other types of analysis in order
to increase the likelihood of useful results. . . . Thus, we conclude that more work is needed
in the area of transformation and data collection to ensure that useful information can be
captured in the first place, before automated analysis techniques, such as those surveyed
above, can be expected to yield meaningful results (where ‘meaningful’ means the results
can be related, without undue hardship, to aspects of the user interface and application
being studied as well as users’ actions at higher levels of abstraction than simple key presses
and mouse clicks)” [64].

This chapter identifies specific challenges in logging data to enable the study of user
behavior in visual analysis systems, and includes some recommendations for better practices
to ameliorate these challenges. These challenges and recommendations are based primarily
on our experiences conducting the case studies described in Chapters 4 and 5, but also on
a review of the literature and conversations with industry personnel 1. The challenges we
identify are as follows:
• Dealing with missing and heterogeneous information
• Tracking interaction provenance
• Obtaining high-level user actions
• Observing intermediate user actions
• Tracking analysis state
• Obtaining information about analyzed data
• Determining user intent
We review these challenges in the following sections. We illustrate each with examples

from three systems: Splunk, an enterprise log management and analysis platform, and the
system in our Chapter 4 case study, Tableau, an interactive data visualization product, and
the system in our Chapter 5 case study, and Excel, a widely popular spreadsheet application.

3.1 Coping with Missing and Heterogeneous

Information

Logging is important but challenging, because while it can provide crucial information about
a program’s execution, it usually depends on the intuition of developers to decide which in-

1Our interviews with industry personnel will be written up at a later date.
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formation is important to log. Developers do not always foresee all possible desired uses of
the logs. Most often, they log information primarily for debugging and performance mon-
itoring purposes. It is less common to log information with an eye towards reconstructing
and understanding user behavior. This makes it difficult to analyze for this purpose, because
often needed information is missing. For example, in our Splunk case study in Chapter 4,
inconsistency in the description of how a query was issued made it difficult to sessionize
queries, so we were not able to do so for our study; we discuss this in more depth in Sec-
tion 3.2. Similarly, in pilots for our Tableau case study in Chapter 5, we found that certain
crucial events, or event parameters, were not being logged, which made it impossible to
reconstruct what the user had done; for example, not logging when the user switches sheets,
or logging that a sheet was deleted but not which sheet it was. To address this, we made
several recommendations to Tableau to help them improve their logs and allow us to collect
better data for our main study.

In addition to the above challenge described, a 2012 study of logging practices in four
large open-source software projects found that: “Despite the importance of log messages,
logging is often a subjective and arbitrary practice in reality. In general, there is no rigorous
specification or systematic process on software logging, partially because logging is seldom a
core feature provided by the vendors. Therefore, in many cases, log messages are written as
‘after-thoughts’ after a failure happens and logs are needed. There are a number of logging
libraries . . . But even with them, it is still the developers’ arbitrary decisions on when, what
and where to log” [176]. This arbitrariness could also have been the source of problems like
those we encountered, described in the previous paragraph. Also, due to this arbitrariness,
different systems often take different approaches to logging, following different formats and
using different abstractions, making it difficult to reuse analyses code from system to system.

Contributing to the above challenges is the fact that designing good logging infrastructure
can be a challenging software engineering problem. To provide good logs, it helps to identify
downstream use cases and design for these accordingly. It is also necessary to ensure that
the logging code not be too brittle or messily intertwined with the application code, so
that it can evolve along with the application without breaking. Lastly, a difficult design
decision is to determine what level of abstraction activity should be logged at, which also
involves the design of the application itself. The creators of the visual analytics system
HARVEST described in Section 2.3.3.1 developed an action and task taxonomy as the basis
of the operators provided in their tool, so that user tasks could be captured via application-
level logging, rather than having to code user interactions from low-level log events post
facto [50]. In their work on application logging, Hilbert and Redmiles, propose “(a) treating
‘usage expectations’ explicitly in the development process to improve design and focus data
collection, (b) a flexible and incrementally evolvable monitoring architecture that separates
evolution of monitoring code from evolution of application code, and (c) event abstraction
mechanisms embedded within probes to provide distributed filtering and multiple levels of
abstraction in collected data” [63].

Lastly, another challenge of attempting to understand user behavior is that often users
rely on a number of different applications to do their work, and it can be difficult to combine
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log data from these different systems. In our work, we did not attempt to address this
problem, and instead ignore any activity that occurs outside the target application. However,
for future research, efforts should be made where possible to log information that facilitates
combination with and comparison to other systems. This was the focus of the GlassBox
project, a system for capturing and leveraging user activity across applications [36, 37].
This would allow researchers and developers to understand what functionality is missing
from existing tools, better characterize portions of the analysis pipeline that are currently
less well understood, such as exploration, and identify how best to integrate new data mining
techniques into existing workflows.

Ideally, there will one day be cross-system instrumentation that would allow researchers
to understand the entire ecosystem of data analysis tools and visualization and the roles they
play in users’ daily workflows. To accomplish this, it may benefit the community to develop
an open standard for logging, similar to the Common Information Model, which defines a
way for objects in an IT environment and relationships between them to be described so
as to facilitate management of systems, networks, applications and services independent of
manufacturer or provider [38].

Lee and his collaborators proposed a model for storing user interaction data as a graph-
like structure to model the process in which vertices are the visualization states and the edges
are relationships between them that are based on similarities between the states [93, 92].
Similarly, Jankun-Kelly, et al., have proposed a formal model for representing the visualiza-
tion and exploration process as a set of parameters describing a visualization, with actions
representing a transformation of these parameters [70]. Examples of standard schemas in
other domains that may serve as inspiration includes IEC61850 for electric grids and Sen-
sorML for sensor data [69, 142].

In summary, dealing with missing and heterogeneous information in logs makes it chal-
lenging to understand user behavior in analysis systems using these logs for the following
reasons:

• Data is usually logged for purposes other than understanding user behavior and it is
difficult to re-purpose because often needed information is omitted, or presented at a
difficult-to-use level of abstraction,

• The information that is logged is sometimes subjective and arbitrary decision, not
based on a coherent design plan, resulting in missing or erroneous information,

• Logging practices, formats, and abstractions vary from product to product, so that
analyses have to be adapted or recreated for each different system,

• Logging is an inherently challenging software engineering problem especially in large
software systems, in that it can be difficult to design a logging system that is modular
and can flexibly evolve with the rest of the application code, leading again to quality
issues, and
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09-28-2012 18:28:01.134 -0700 INFO AuditLogger - Audit:[timestamp=09-28-2012

18:28:01.134, user=splunk-system-user, action=search, info=granted ,

search id=‘scheduler nobody testing RMD56569fcf2f137b840 at 1348882080 101256’,

search=‘search index= internal metrics per sourcetype thruput | head 100’,

autojoin=‘1’, buckets=0, ttl=120, max count=500000, maxtime=8640000,

enable lookups=‘1’, extra fields=‘’, apiStartTime=‘ZERO TIME’, apiEndTime=‘Fri Sep

28 18:28:00 2012’, savedsearch name=‘‘sample scheduled search for dashboards (existing

job case)’’]

Table 3.1: Example of an event logged by Splunk. An example query appears as the value to
the search key in the query. Queries represent useful records of user activity. These queries
are written in the Splunk query language, modeled after UNIX pipes and utilities.

• Logging rarely spans multiple applications, even though users’ activity does, and it can
be challenging to combine interaction data from multiple applications into a coherent
whole.

3.2 Tracking Interaction Provenance

Information about what interaction triggered an event, and possibly the path through the ap-
plication logic that was executed to reach the point at which the event was ultimately issued,
should be logged along with the event itself. This information reflects the event’s provenance
or point of origination. The following real-life anecdote demonstrates the importance of this.

Splunk records an event every time it executes a query, as shown in Table 3.1. The query,
highlighted in bold, is an important source of information about the analysis actions users
perform on their data.

Some of these queries may be written interactively by a human user. The user may issue
these queries by typing it into the Splunk shell at their command line interface, or by typing
it into the search bar in Splunk’s in-browser GUI, or by hitting a button in an application
that then issues the query to Splunk’s back-end, or by loading a web page in a browser-based
dashboard that triggered the query to execute. Other queries may be written by a user once,
but then set up by that user to execute programmatically, via a script, for instance. Still
other queries may have been issued from system code to fulfill some function of the system,
and were written by a programmer of the system, not by a human user of that system.
(Usually in this case, the user will be indicated to be the system, as in the example given
above.)

To correctly model a user’s cognitive state and extract artifacts like user sessions, it is
critical that each time a query is logged, it is possible to easily and unambiguously recover
this origination or application context information. Otherwise, the record of what actions
a user took may be tainted with actions that they did not actually take, or actions that a
user actually took may be inadvertently discarded. Our first-hand experience attests that
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it is extremely difficult to recover this information if it is not captured when the data is
originally logged. Statistical learning techniques like clustering and classification can aid in
probabilistically identifying origin information post facto, but rather than relying on such
techniques, it is better to plan ahead and capture this information when the data is initially
logged.

As another example, in Tableau, if a user creates a scatter plot by dragging a variable onto
a shelf and receiving the default view (as opposed to selecting a scatter plot from the Show
Me Alternatives menu), the log should record not only that the user created a scatter plot but
also how the user created the scatter plot i.e., the provenance. Moreover, it should be noted,
as Heer, et al., do, that different combinations of fields and visualization parameters can of
can often result in the same visualization views [60]. Different sequences can also result in
identical visualizations, but we discuss this issue further in 3.3. However, even when efforts
to log provenance are made, we have observed in our work with Splunk logs that sometimes
users perform actions that (unintentionally) circumvent efforts to accurately model their
behavior, for example, by writing external scripts to interact with a browser-based GUI (i.e.,
a bot).

3.3 Obtaining High-Level User Actions

As Hilbert and Redmiles explain, one challenge of working with log data to understand
user behavior is that low-level, high-frequency events do not, in themselves, reveal how they
combine to form higher-level, lower frequency events [64]. Conversely, high-level events do
not generally reveal what low-level events they are composed of. “As a result, either low
frequency band events must be recorded in conjunction with high frequency band events
or there must be some external model (e.g., a grammar) to describe how high frequency
events combine to form lower frequency events.” Similarly, Horvitz, et al., state, “a critical
problem in developing probabilistic and decision-theoretic enhancements for user interface
applications is establishing a link between user actions and system events.”

Thus, it is important not only to log the actions that happen in the system but the
actions that the user takes. In other words, log the operations that are applied to the data
at the level of the user’s perspective, not just the executed code that the user’s command
calls. To model user behavior and cognition, we are primarily interested in the former, but
the systems engineers who typically write the logging code are primarily interested in the
latter.

In some cases, this may be a conceptually simple fix. For example, Tableau had func-
tionality “called Show Me Alternatives and Show Me, which are respectively a dialog of
commands that automatically build views from scratch and a button that is a shortcut to
the default choice for the dialog” [98].2 In a paper describing this functionality, the au-
thors of Tableau have a discussion about their efforts to evaluate their interface using the
Tableau logs. They note that, “the log files do not differentiate between Show Me and Show

2Show Me Alternatives is no longer part of Tableau.
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Figure 3.1: Shown above are the steps a user takes to perform k-means clustering on their
data in Excel. Ideally, the interface would be designed to easily capture the user’s task,
which is clustering. Barring that, the task may have to be inferred from the sequence of user
actions, shown here.

Me Alternatives. These commands are implemented with the same code and the log entry
is generated when the command is successfully executed.” In other words, two different
functionalities are described with the same logging code. This exactly describes the prob-
lem with logging events from the perspective of what the system executes versus from the
perspective of the user taking the action. It complicates the work of trying to understand
how users are interacting with a tool and especially complicates trying to build statistical
models of user behavior. For example, the authors of the Lumière project, whose goal was
to build an automated assistant in Excel, found transforming system events into modeled
events to be quite challenging [67]. To establish the link between lower-level atomic events
and the higher-level semantics of user actions, they built a special events system to analyze
the atomic event streams and map them into higher-level observations. If higher-level actions
had been logged, they may have been able to avoid this trouble.

Figure 3.1 and Figure 3.2 illustrate this problem graphically, using Excel as an example.
Figure 3.1 shows the steps required to perform k-means clustering on data in Excel from
a user’s perspective [43]. The user may be doing this to segment their customer base into
different markets for the purpose of releasing targeted advertising. Market segmentation is
the user’s intention, as shown in the uppermost level of Figure 3.2. Ideally, we could record
that the user is performing clustering – this is the user’s task, shown in the second level.
However, in reality, the best information we can capture is the stream of the user’s activities
in the GUI. This is the third level of information shown in Figure 3.2. In practice, the
information captured tends to be low-level system events – the lowest level of Figure 3.2.
Using events from a lower-level to infer what action is being taken at the higher-level can
be painful if insufficient information is recorded. It may rely on human-defined rules or on
statistical inference, as in the events system of the Lumière project.

As mentioned in the introduction, HARVEST is a visual analytics system specifically
designed to deal with this problem and capture the provenance of “insights” by exposing
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interface elements for performing tasks that directly correspond to “semantic actions,” like
bookmark, brush, filter, and sort [50]. In this system, the actions the researchers are inter-
ested in tracking are made explicit in the interface, so that the logs contain a higher-level
record of user activity that require less processing and summarization to understand. Con-
trast this to a system that allows the user to select a view with many potential elements of
interest at once, so that it is difficult to discern what the user most wanted, or to a system
that requires the user to achieve their task through several direct but low-level actions like
clicking and dragging, as in the example above. Designing the interface to facilitate easier
capturing of high-level user behavior is a useful approach that should be considered wherever
possible.

If this is not possible or desirable for a particular application, researchers can rely on
techniques for combining sequences of events into high-level tasks [128]. For example, if the
system was designed such that the user interacts with it at a relatively low-level (such as
clicking and dragging, or entering functions into an interactive shell), it will not be possible
to log the user’s high-level tasks because those will not be reflected in their activity stream.
In this case, it is important to keep the end use case of the interaction data in mind while
developing the application and the logging code. Ideally, tool builders would design the
system that identifies from low-level events the high-level tasks employed in user models in
tandem with the application, rather than as an afterthought.

Alternatively, to deal with this problem, researchers have investigated ways to detect
sequences, chunks, or segments of low-level events that correspond to some higher-level
activity. Hilbert and Redmiles describe several techniques from the literature, but all of
the techniques they describe depend on defining the high-level sequences in advance, so we
discuss these only briefly in Section 2.2.2 [64]. Defining sequences in advance is hard to
do because it can be difficult to define what low-level steps constitute a task. As Perer
and Shneiderman state, “Although some professions such as physicians, field biologists, and
forensic scientists have specific methodologies defined for accomplishing tasks, this is rarer in
data analysis. Interviewing analysts, reviewing current software approaches, and tabulating
techniques common in research publications are important ways to deduce these steps” [120].
As an alternative approach, Heer, et al. [61], and Kurlander and Feiner [89] both hand-crafted
a set of application-specific “chunking rules,” based on the data, to combine low-level actions
into a group for the purpose of condensing or summarizing workflow histories. The example
given by Heer, et al., is that, for example, “in a word processor the keystrokes [c][h][u][n][k]
might be represented as the word [chunk].” Likewise, the focus of our Tableau case study
in Chapter 5 is to segment low-level events from the logs into consecutive subsequences that
reflect the user’s higher-level activity, which we refer to as the user’s task, in this case. As
such, we discuss the chunking rules proposed in other work in comparison to ours in that
chapter.
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3.4 Observing Intermediate User Actions

Modelers and researchers of user behavior may also be interested in user activities that are
not “submitted” to the system. This includes information such as:
• Text that a user types in a search box and then deletes and then types again (not just

the text that is finally submitted when they hit enter)
• Data on where the user’s mouse hovers
• Interface selections that the user makes that are done client-side and not sent to the

back-end
For example, Splunk provides a browser-based interface for visualization. The bulk of

data transformation operations occur on the Splunk servers, which is where the logs are
written. In order to capture the full extent of user behavior, such as extracting data, ag-
gregating it, then toggling between a pie chart and a bar chart, it is necessary for the client
to send this client-side activity information back to the system to be logged. Otherwise the
system will not “see” this activity, since it does not pass to the back-end in the course of
normal operation [6]. This is often not done, however, because sending this information can
be expensive in terms of storage and network utilization and can slow the performance of the
client. Because this information was not logged in Splunk when we collected our data, we
were unable to collect explicit visualization and interaction activity in our Splunk case study
described in Chapter 4, as shown in Figure 4.1. We have more information in our Tableau
case study, but still not information about where the user’s mouse hovers and interactions of
that nature. There have been proposals to capture this kind of information, particularly in
the context of the web [13, 29]. Developers of automated help systems may be particularly
interested in such intermediate behavior because it may indicate confusion on the part of the
user. For example, the Lumière project to create an automated assistant in Excel, modeled
events such as “menu surfing,” “mouse meandering,” and “menu jitter.”

3.5 Tracking Analysis State

One of the challenges is analyzing interaction data from analysis tools to understand user
behavior is that much of what is logged are events triggered by user actions. As Hilbert
and Redmiles explain, it can be difficult “to interpret the significance of UI events based
only on the information carried within events themselves” [64]. Often, these events and the
actions they represent can only really be understood in the context of the current application
state that the user has changed via their previous actions. Thus, if this state is not also
logged, it must be reconstructed in the log analysis code, which can be quite complicated,
amounting to emulating the original program. An alternative is to log all relevant appli-
cation state. This is more commonly done in workflow history tools, like those discussed
in Section 2.3.3.1, for presenting the user and possibly their collaborators a record of their
activity. For example, Heer, et al., model interaction histories as movement through a graph
of application states [61]. Whether to log actions, states, or both, and how to organize the
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state representations (e.g., in a graph, or linearly) is a software engineering decision that
has to be considered in light of trade-offs between log storage requirements and the amount
of information retained. In our Splunk case study in Chapter 4, we unfortunately only had
access to the queries, not the data that the queries were run over, nor the visualization that
they resulted in, which is the relevant application state in that case. This is depicted visually
in Figure 4.1. In our Tableau case study in Chapter 5, we were able to get access to both
the actions, the data analyzed, and the application state, though this did cause some issues
in that longer sessions with lots of state would not work with the annotation tool we used,
due to space limitations.

3.6 Obtaining Information about Analyzed Data

It is challenging to understand users’ analysis actions without visibility into the data and
application context to which these actions were applied. We discuss the challenge of collect-
ing application state in Section 3.5. If possible, with the user’s permission, metadata and
statistics about the data over which the user is operating should be also logged. Metadata
includes information like schema (column names and data types) and provenance. Statistics
includes things like descriptive statistics (describing the empirical distribution of the data),
correlations, and measures such as entropy and cardinality. This would allow an inference
model that supports an intelligent interface’s predictions and suggestions to incorporate vari-
ables that reflect information about the user’s data. It would also allow product managers
to identify important user personas and their needs. For example, a company may be able
to recognize by tracking this information that 35% of the users of their system use their
browser-based GUI to analyze email marketing data specifically, and further observe that
these users often follow very similar analysis workflows. This may spur the company to
create a specialized product targeted towards these users needs that conveniently encapsu-
lates these workflows. Less hypothetically, Splunk provides on top of its framework targeted
“apps” – pre-built dashboards and tools designed for certain types of users with certain data
sets. However, these apps are currently designed based on information manually gleaned
from extensive interaction with customers, not based on data gathered through Splunk.

We acknowledge that collecting this data is a challenging proposition in many scenarios
because users may be unwilling to provide information about their data, which may include
operational, propriety, or personally identifying information. The “Show Me” paper by
researchers at Tableau discusses the challenge this poses to developers trying to use logs to
evaluate interface innovations [98] In our case studies, we were not able to collect this data
for Splunk (Chapter 4), but we were for the Tableau case study (Chapter 5) because it was
a more controlled environment administered in the context of a course assignment.
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Figure 3.2: Users intentions motivate their actions, but may be hard to know (top row).
When trying to understand user behavior especially with respect to data exploration and
visualization, we are often interested in the high-level task the user is performing (second
row). In the best case, we can log the actions the user takes via the UI (third row). Sometimes
what is logged are low-level system events, which can make it very hard to reconstruct the
user’s behavior (bottom row).

3.7 Determining User Intent

The final significant challenge in trying to understand a user’s analysis activity from their
interaction records is identifying their high-level analysis goals or intentions. Even precisely
defining the terminology related to “goals”, “tasks”, and so on, and identifying what level
of abstraction to target for research and for use in interface representations, can be a chal-
lenge. Different researchers have proposed different taxonomies and terminology for activity
at different levels of abstraction and granularity – work on this problem was discussed in
Chapter 2.4. For example, in Hilbert and Redmiles terminology, “abstract interaction events
are not directly generated by the user interface system, but may be computed based on UI
events and other contextual information such as UI state. Abstract interaction events are in-
dicated by recurring, idiomatic patterns of UI events and indicate higher level concepts such
as shifts in users’ editing attention or the act of providing values to an application by manip-
ulating application components.” [64] Moreover, “domain/task-related and goal/problem-
related events are at the highest levels. Unlike other levels, these events indicate progress in
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the users tasks and goals. Inferring these events based on lower level events can be straight-
forward when the user interface provides explicit support for structuring tasks or indicating
goals.” [64] As discussed in Chapter 1, in our usage, we roughly refer to transformations and
actions (as represented by Splunk queries and Tableau events, respectively) at the lowest
level, which together are aimed at a higher-level and more abstract task. The set of tasks
together are aimed at accomplishing a higher-level goal, which is reflective of the users’
intent.

One reason to try to understand the user’s analysis behavior in the first place is to en-
able the creation of intelligent interfaces that can assist the user via recommendations and
interface adaptions. The user’s goal, or the task they are trying to perform, as well as their
position and their level of expertise, are all likely important factors that will likely greatly
impact what interface elements an adaptive interface should show or what recommenda-
tions should be given. This has long been recognized as important for determining what
visualizations to automatically generate for a user [27].

Where possible, information about goals, expertise, and other relevant context could
be solicited from the user. However, if this solicitation requires the user to do additional
work that does not benefit them, it is highly unlikely to be successful (see Chapter 6 of
Search User Interfaces) [59]. One possible solution could be, for instance, asking the user
to select an answer from a list at a natural inflection point in their workflow, to reduce
the inconvenience to the user (for example, as is often done when one unsubscribes from a
mailing list). More research will be required to determine how to do this in a way that is
not annoying and that still yields useful information. If an adaptive, predictive, customized,
or mixed-initiative interface is implemented that provides suggested actions or tasks to the
user, the interface should also provide the user with the opportunity to comment on, rate,
rank, and mark as interesting or uninteresting each suggested action, as suggested by Perer
and Shneiderman [120]. This data should be recorded to improve the underlying model used
to generate the suggestions and can also be provided to the user. Such data also becomes
very useful to the user as an artifact of their analysis and exploration process.

In our Chapter 4 case study with Splunk, we gathered queries post-facto such that we
were not able to arrange to solicit information about the query writers’ intent. However,
in our Tableau case study in Chapter 5, we designed the study so that participants would
submit both annotations of their event logs, to reveal their higher-level thought processes,
as well as reports, which summarize even more of their high-level goals. In both cases, our
goal was to determine not the highest levels of user intent, but rather higher-level user tasks
from lower-level activity.

3.8 Conclusion

We conclude our discussion of the challenges associated with using log analysis to understand
the behavior of users of analysis systems with a brief discussion of implementation consid-
erations. As suggested previously, one reason high-quality user activity records may not be
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collected from data analysis systems is that often, understanding and modeling user behav-
ior is not a first priority for developers of such applications, who instead focus on logging
for system debugging and performance monitoring. Horvitz, et al., note that “establishing
a rapport with the Excel development team was crucial for designing special instrumented
versions of Excel with a usable set of events” [67]. Similarly, in our experience with Splunk,
we found that some of the interaction data that we were interested in, particularly the vi-
sualization activity that occurs on the client side, was not data that the development team
had previously needed to log [6].

Hilbert and Redmiles have raised the concern that requiring more data about user behav-
ior “places an increased burden on application developers to capture and transform events
of interest . . . [and] complicates software evolution since data collection code is typically
intermingled with application code” [64]. We acknowledge that there will be costs associ-
ated with more thorough and high-quality logging of user activity, but we argue that as the
examples in Chapter 1 demonstrate, this effort will be well worth it for the wide variety
of applications and research it enables. Such work will ultimately benefit the end-user of
data analysis and visualization systems, particularly during data exploration, by enhancing
human problem-solving abilities and speeding the pace of discovery.

There are a number of concerns related to collecting data from or about the user, par-
ticularly if it is personally identifying information or sensitive operational data from an
organization. A full discussion of these concerns and their possible solutions are outside
the scope of this chapter. We argue though that through careful planning and working to
develop trusted collaborations with the users who will be the ultimate benefactors of such
efforts, researchers and tool builders should be able to improve their practices for logging
interaction data from data analysis and visualization tools. Obtaining permission from users
before logging their data, and allowing them to see what data is logged and edit and remove
portions that they do not wish to have remain in the logs provides important protections.
Policies to permanently remove data after a fixed amount of time, after useful information
has been derived from the specifics and placed into general models can further help to protect
individual privacy. Some users have already shown themselves willing to share data about
their usage and behavior with companies in the interest of improving their user experience
and the company’s product. As already noted, it is important that such data be collected
with users’ full knowledge and consent.
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Chapter 4

Analyzing Transformation Sequences

In this chapter, we present a case study of data logged from Splunk, as our first case study
in how to summarize user activity and identify tasks in interaction data logged from visual
analytics tools. Splunk is a technology company that makes software for the analysis of
machine-generated data, such as logs. Log analysis is one of the earliest applications of data
analysis in computer and information systems, with papers on the topic dating back to at
least 1973 [104]. System developers began using log analysis to understand and improve
system performance and usability. An entire industry for log management and analysis has
since arisen. Splunk has been a market-leader in this industry for several years, with 950M
USD in revenue in 2016 [62].

Founded in 2003, Splunk originally targeted users in IT operations. It quickly found uses
in other domains, such as security, healthcare, sales, finance, manufacturing, and more, as
business processes in many domains produce machine-generated logs as a byproduct of their
operations. Consequently, the types of data sets users analyze with Splunk span a wide
range. Examples include system event logs, web access logs, customer records, call detail
records, and product usage logs. Similarly, Splunk users have a variety of data analysis
needs. For example, a software engineer might use Splunk to identify the root cause of a
system failure. A user experience designer might use it for A/B testing, to determine which
version of a webpage, A or B, users prefer. An IT administrator might use Splunk to detect
unusual and possibly malicious traffic to their servers. An executive might use Splunk to
calculate product usage statistics to share with potential investors.

As these examples make clear, log analysis is a type of data analysis where the source
of the data is machine-generated logs. Moreover, it is an important type of data analysis,
because as more human activity becomes mediated by computers, which produce logs as a
by-product of their operation, the amount and variety of log data will continue to increase.
Understanding how people analyze logs will help us understand how people analyze data.
The Splunk data we collected provides extensive records of how people analyzed logs in a
diverse set of situations.

To provide context about the data and our analysis, we begin by describing the Splunk
interface and how users interact with it (Section 4.1). We then describe the data we collected,
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Figure 4.1: In the Splunk case study, we collected only the transformation operations users
applied, not the visualization operations that users applied, the data they applied them to,
nor any information about their goals.

to highlight the specific challenges we faced and to set the stage for our analysis (Section 4.2).
The data we collected represents only a partial subset of the data we would have in an ideal
case: as Figure 4.1 highlights, we collected only the transformation operations users applied,
not the visualization operations that users applied, the data they applied them to, nor any
information about their tasks. The bulk of this chapter discusses what we can learn from this
type of data and how, by describing the approach and results of our analysis (Section 4.3).
We supplement this analysis with a survey of Splunk sales engineers about how customers
use Splunk (Section 4.4). We conclude by summarizing what can be learned from data of
this type given its limitations, and suggest possible extensions of this work (Section 4.5).

The main result of this chapter is a description of log analysis activity based on the
queries we collected from Splunk and our survey results. The data reveal that log analysis is
an activity dominated by filtering, data munging, and summarization, which makes sense in
light of known log analysis use cases like monitoring and troubleshooting. The data provides
a detailed picture of the frequency of different tasks in these categories for a large sample of
Splunk logs. The data also shows that log analysis is being adopted by non-technical users
for a variety of business applications. The following chapters will use the Splunk data to
paint an evidence-based picture of log analysis activity, and as such will be important for
developers of data analysis tools and other students of data analysis behavior.
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Term Definition

query a small program written in the Splunk query language, consisting of pipelined stages
stage a portion of a query syntactically between pipes; conceptually a single transformation
task roughly, a unit of work that needs to be done to accomplish a goal
event a raw, timestamped item of data indexed by Splunk, similar to a tuple in a database
field a key used to look up a value in an event, similar to the concept of a column name
value event data corresponding to a field, similar to a column entry in a particular row
transformation a group of similar commands e.g., filter or aggregate; each stage is a transformation
pipeline the sequence of transformations in a query
command the part of a stage that indicates which operation to apply to the data
argument the parts of a stage that indicate which fields, values, and options to use
interactive a query run when it is entered by the user into the search bar
scheduled a query saved by a user and scheduled to run periodically like a cron job

Table 4.1: Definitions of terms used.

4.1 Case Study: Splunk

The data we collected from Splunk are query logs. These contain queries written in Splunk
Processing Language (SPL). This section describes this query language and Splunk’s interface
in more detail. Table 4.1 lists the terminology introduced in this section.

4.1.1 Overview of the Splunk Interface

Uploading data To use Splunk, the user first indicates which data they want Splunk
to index, such as a log directory on a file system. Because Splunk is most often used to
analyze event logs, Splunk segments this data into temporal events by using timestamps as
delineators, and processes these events using a MapReduce-like architecture [20]. Splunk
does not require the user to specify a schema for the data, because much log data is semi-
structured or unstructured, and there is often no notion of a schema that can be imposed
on the data a priori. Rather, fields and values are extracted from events at run time based
on the source type of the data (example source types include Apache web server logs or Palo
Alto Networks firewall logs). When a user defines a new source type, Splunk guides the
user in constructing regular expressions to extract fields and values from each incoming raw
event.
Analyzing data Once their data is uploaded into Splunk, users can examine it in a variety
of ways. Splunk includes a query language for transforming data and a graphical user
interface (GUI) with tools for visualizing query results. The default Splunk GUI displays
the first several events indexed, with extracted fields highlighted on the left hand side, and a
histogram of the number of events over time displayed along the top (Figure 4.2). The user
types queries written in the Splunk query language into the search bar at the top of this
view. When the user composes their query in the GUI, we call it an interactive query. When
the user enters a query that performs a filter, the GUI updates to display events which pass
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through the filter. When the user uses a query to add or transform a field, the GUI displays
events with this field updated. Users can input the results of their queries into interactive
visualizations like tables, time series, and bar charts, and even assemble these visualizations
into dashboards that update in real-time (Figure 4.3).
Query language The Splunk query language is modeled after Unix command line utilities
like the grep tool and pipe operator. The Splunk query language is complex and supports
a wide range of functionality, including but not limited to: reformatting, grouping and
aggregating, filtering, reordering, converting numerical values, and applying data mining
techniques like clustering, anomaly detection, and prediction. These activities are examples
of different tasks. Individual commands can be thought of as accomplishing a task individu-
ally, as well as combining together in a pipeline accomplish a higher-level task. The Splunk
query language has 134 distinct core commands at the time of this writing, and commands
are often added with each new release. In addition, users and Splunk app developers can
define their own commands. A Splunk query consists of a set of stages separated by the pipe
character, and each stage in turn consists of a command and arguments. A set of stages
together is called a pipeline. Splunk passes events through each stage of a query. Each stage
filters, transforms, or enriches data it receives from the previous stage, and pipes it to the
subsequent stage, updating the displayed results as they are processed. A simple example
of a query is a plain text search for specific strings – this query would filter out events not
containing this string. More complex queries can perform advanced transformations, such
as clustering the data using k-means. Users can save certain queries and schedule them to
be run on a given schedule, much like a cron job. We call these queries scheduled queries.

4.1.2 An Example Splunk Query

In this section, we walk through each stage of a simple yet typical Splunk query, as an exam-
ple. In this example, we will consider a query meant to run over web server access log data.
A web server access log contains an event for every HTTP request that was made to that
server. HTTP is one of the protocols used to send webpages over the Internet. For example,
when you navigate to a webpage in your browser, your browser makes an HTTP request to
the server that stores that webpage. The server writes information about this request, such
as what page was requested and the status of the server’s response, to its access logs. The
request can result in multiple outcomes, which are indicated by the response status code. A
200 status means that the web server successfully returned the page requested. A 404 status
means that the web server was unable to find the page requested, so the request failed. A
500 status means that the web server experienced some internal error. This example query
provides a count of errors from a web server access log. It aggregates the error counts by
status code, and augments these groups with status descriptors:

search error | stats count by status | lookup statuscodes status OUTPUT statusdesc
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This query has three stages: search, stats, and lookup are the commands in each
stage, count by and OUTPUT are functions and option flags passed to these commands, and
“error”, “status”, “statuscodes”, and “statusdesc” are arguments. In particular, “status”
and “statusdesc” are fields.

To see how this query works, consider the following toy data set:

0.0	
   -­‐ error	
   404	
  

0.5	
   -­‐ OK	
   200	
  

0.7	
   -­‐ error	
   500	
  

1.5	
   -­‐ OK	
   200	
  

The first stage of the query (search error) filters out all events not containing the word
“error”. After this stage, the data looks like:

0.0	
   -­‐ error	
   404	
  

0.7	
   -­‐ error	
   500	
  

The second stage (stats count by status) aggregates events by applying the count

function over events grouped according to the “status” field, to produce the number of
events in each “status” group.

count	
   status	
  

1	
   404	
  

1	
   500	
  

The final stage (lookup status codes status OUTPUT statusdesc) performs a join on the
“status” field between the data and an outside table that contains descriptions of each of the
codes in the “status” field, and puts the corresponding descriptions into the “statusdesc”
field.

count	
   status	
   statusdesc	
  

1	
   404	
   Not	
  Found	
  

1	
   500	
   Internal	
  Server	
  Error	
  

4.2 Data Collected: Splunk Query Logs

We collected over 200K Splunk queries. The data set consists of a list of timestamped query
strings. Table 4.2 summarizes some basic information about this query set.
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We wrote a parser for this query language; the parser is freely available 3. This parser
is capable of parsing over 90% of all queries in the data set, some of which may be valid
failures, as the queries may be malformed. (This limitation only affects the cluster analysis
in Section 4.3.)

4.2.1 Challenges and Limitations

One challenge we faced is that the queries we collect only covered the data transformation
portion of analyses in Splunk and not the visualization portion, because the visualization
portion is done in Splunk on the client and thus is not logged. We could infer some informa-
tion about the visualization in some cases based on the use of certain visualization-related
transformation commands at the ends of some pipelines, but the amount we could learn this
way is limited. This challenge of missing data from logs was discussed in Section 3.1. As vi-
sualization is an important part of data analysis in addition to data transformation, missing
this information is a limitation of our findings. Likewise, having only access to the queries
the users finally entered, we did not have access to any of users’ other interactions with
the client interface. This lack of access to intermediate actions such as scrolling, adjusting
client-side parameters with buttons, and so on, was discussed in the chapter on challenges
in log analysis in Section 3.4.

Another challenge was that some of the queries labeled as interactive in our data set
turned out to be programmatically issued from sources external to Splunk, such as a user-
written script. In other words, the correct provenance of the queries was not available
– another common challenge, which we discussed in Section 3.2. It is difficult to separate
these mislabeled queries from the true interactive queries, so we leave their analysis to future
work, and instead focus our analysis in this paper on scheduled queries.

It is important to note that we do not have access to any information about the data over
which the queries were issued because these data sets are proprietary and thus unavailable.
This common challenge was discussed in Section 3.6. This is related to the challenge of not
having access to state information, because application state encompasses the current state
of the data after transformations and visualizations have been applied. In a pipelined query
language like Splunk, the transformations are expressed all together rather than the user
incrementally changing the data via successive transformations, so in this case the relevant
state would be the state of the data after the query is applied, which we also don’t have access
to. This challenge is described in Section 3.5. Having access only to query logs is a common
occurrence for data analysis, and methodologies that can work under these circumstances
are therefore important to develop. Further, by manually inspecting the queries and using
them to partially reconstruct some data sets using the fields and values mentioned in the
queries, we are fairly certain that these queries were issued over many different sources of
data (e.g., web server logs, security logs, retail transaction logs, etc.), suggesting the results
presented here will generalize across different datasets.

3https://github.com/salspaugh/splparser
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Total queries 203691
Interactive queries 18872
Scheduled queries 184819
Distinct scheduled queries 17085

Table 4.2: Characteristics of the set of queries analyzed from the Splunk logs.

This data cleanliness issue underscores the importance of better system instrumentation
that tracks context, such as whether a given action was issued by a human or a machine [7].
However, most logging statements, including the data we have collected, are logged for the
purpose of debugging systems like Splunk, rather than understanding usage, as discussed in
Chapter 3. This is a common issue for logs from all types of systems, requiring those who hope
to gain insight about user behavior to attempt to reconstruct usage patterns from low-level
debugging statements [50], as discussed in Section 3.3. A related challenge that we faced – not
a problem with the logging but with the structure of the query language itself – is that many
transformation commands in Splunk are overloaded, so that the invocation of the commands
do not correspond one-to-one with the high-level task the user is performing. Much of our
analysis is directed at handling this challenge – we first re-categorize all commands into
a smaller set of categories, then examine uses of the most common categories to identify
common high-level actions. For tools like HARVEST discussed in Chapters 2 and 3, which
are designed from the outset to reflect the users’ high-level “semantic actions” directly in
their interfaces, this problem may be avoided, but it does require planning for this from the
interface design phase [50].

Lastly, other important factors that we don’t have access to include who the user is and
what problems they are trying to solve. These factors all underly the user’s intent, which is
difficult to gain information about from logs – another challenged discussed in Section 3.7.
For example, in the case of web access log data, an operations user will want to know, “Where
are the 404s?4 Are there any hosts that are down? Is there a spike in traffic that I should add
capacity for?” On the same data, a marketer will want to know, “What keywords are people
searching today after my recent press release? What are the popular webinars viewed on my
website?” On the other hand, a salesperson may ask, “Of the visitors today, how many are
new versus returning, and how can I figure out whom to engage in a sales deal next based
on what they’re looking for on the web site?” Capturing this supplemental information
from data analysis tools to include in the analysis would be useful for later tailoring tools
to particular use cases. We have gathered some information about this (Section 4.4) but
unfortunately we could not cross-reference this data with query data. Due to this missing
context information, the utility of this dataset for generating recommendations to users is
limited, but nonetheless, we can learn much about what high-level activity users engage in,
as we show in the following sections.

4404 is an HTTP standard response code indicating the requested resource was not found.
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4.3 Analysis of Splunk Query Logs

The preceding sections provided context about the log data we collected and the system
it came from. Here, we will further set the stage for our analysis by discussing what we
might hope to learn from it. As discussed in depth in Chapter 1, we can analyze logs that
contain data about how a tool is being used to investigate questions regarding performance,
usability, business processes, and user behavior. We can also use them to inform our efforts in
documentation, configuration, reproducibility, user simulation, and new feature development.
Exactly what we can learn depends on the quantity and quality of data. We discussed the
limitations of our data in Section 4.2. With these in mind, we consider what more specific
questions we can ask of this data.

For researchers and developers interested in improving data analysis tools for log data, an
important question is: what tasks constitute log analysis, and how does it differ from other
types of analysis activity, such as machine learning or on-line analytic processing (OLAP)
in databases? For example, an important task in OLAP is computing aggregates of various
columns grouped over various other columns,whereas in machine learning, one of the core
tasks is predicting an unknown value given a set of input values. While the analysis of logs
from “information systems” to understand user behavior dates back decades [154], to our
knowledge, there are no studies of logs from log analysis systems to understand log analysis
behavior.

In addition to understanding what log analysis is in general, developers of systems like
Splunk can use logs to understand the usage of their system in particular. They can compare
system usage to underlying assumptions for system design, such as the need for various
display options, and use this comparison to evaluate and improve the system. Our analyses
have in fact been used for these purposes at Splunk. However, here we focus on the more
general question: What can we learn about what tasks are involved in log analysis from a
record of the transformations users applied while analyzing logs?

4.3.1 Transformation Frequencies

As a first pass at understanding the tasks involved in log analysis, we start with the most
basic question: which transformations did users apply to their data, and how many times did
they do it? The simplest approach to answer this question would be to count the number
of times each Splunk command was issued. However, Splunk command frequencies are
difficult to generalize outside of Splunk [5]. So, to allow for comparisons to other workflows
and abstract our observations beyond the Splunk search language, we manually classified
the 134 Splunk commands used into 17 course-grained categories representing the types of
transformations encoded, such as filtering, aggregating, and reordering (Table 4.3). We refer
to these categories as transformations. The categorization of each command is listed in
Appendix A.

Note that because some Splunk commands are overloaded with functionality, several
commands actually perform multiple types of transformations, such as aggregation followed
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Figure 4.4: The distribution of data transformations that are used in log analysis. The top
graph shows, for each transformation, the percent of stages that apply that transformation.
The bottom graph shows, for each transformation, the percent of queries that contain that
transformation at least once (so the percents do not add to 100).

by renaming. In these cases, we categorized the command according to its dominant use
case.

We first counted the number of times that each transformation was invoked (Figure 4.4).
The most common transformation, or command category, used is Cache (27% of stages).
Scheduled queries are crafted and set up to run periodically, so the heavy use of caching and
macros is unsurprising: Splunk adds caching to scheduled queries to speed their execution,
and macros capture common workflows, which are likely to be discovered by users after the
iterative, ad hoc querying that results in a “production-ready” scheduled query. Although we
do not report directly on them here due to data quality issues (Section 4.2), our preliminary
investigation suggests that interactive queries have a similar distribution except that the use
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of Cache and Macro is less frequent, and the use of Input is more frequent.
The next most common transformations include Filter (26% of stages) and Aggregate

(10% of stages). Filtering makes sense as a primary task of log analysis – logging collects a
great deal of information over the course of operation of a system, only a fraction of which
is likely to be relevant to a given situation. Thus it is almost always necessary to get rid of
this extraneous information.

These activities support the task of counting how many things with certain attributes
there are. This task is similar to computing aggregates grouped by various attributes in
OLAP, optionally with WHERE clauses. However, one important potential difference is that
filters in Splunk can be used to very flexibly and easily select complex-to-specify subsets of
data, which could be difficult to replicate in a environment with a predefined schema. (The
different types of Splunk filters will be discussed in a later section.) Though counting may
sound like an oversimple data analysis task compared to tasks like prediction, this flexibility
gives great variety to the types of things that can be defined and counted, and provides
important business and operational information.

Another common transformation includes Macro (10% of stages). Macros are commands
that get replaced with a longer sequence of pre-defined commands at run time; thus they
represent a means to more efficiently express common multi-step computations. The preva-
lence of Macro use means that log analysis involves many common, repetitive sub-tasks, as
opposed to one-off work; however, because we lack access to the macro definitions, we can’t
say more about what types of tasks these macros represent.

The next most common transformation includes Augment (9% of stages). This type
of transformation involves adding new data, often derived as transformations of other data
in the log or of external information. Among other things, such activity supports the task
of data munging – reformatting or otherwise enhancing the data for later analysis. Data
munging is treated in some sources as a separate stage of the overall data analysis process.
It is not well supported within traditional data analysis systems like databases. To the
extent that it is considered to be a task in machine learning, it is considered to be part of
feature engineering. Good feature engineering, though recognized as critically important,
is considered to be a highly manual, domain-specific, informal, and applied (as opposed to
theoretically supported) process. Its prevalence here shows that it is an integral part of log
analysis.

For each transformation type, we also computed the number of queries that used that
transformation (Figure 4.4). This gives us some idea of how many of the queries would be
expressible in a restricted subset of the language, which is interesting because it tells us the
relative importance of various transformations.

From this we see that Filter transformations are extremely important – 99% of scheduled
queries use such transformations. Without Aggregate transformations, 42% of scheduled
queries would not be possible. This supports our earlier point that an important task in log
analysis is counting things.

Around a quarter of queries use Augment, Rename, and Project transformations,
and 17% use commands that Transform columns. These are all important types of data
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munging tasks that are being done before the rest of the analysis begins, or they could be
analysis tasks followed by some work to clean up the data for presentation.

On the other end, Joins are only used in 6% of scheduled queries. This could be be-
cause log data is not usually relational and generally has no schema, so it may often not
have information that would satisfy key constraints needed for join, or it may already be
sufficiently denormalized for most uses. It could also be because these are scheduled queries,
and expensive Join operations have been optimized away, although again anecdotally the
interactive queries do not suggest this. Reorder transformations are also used only 6% of
the time – log events are already ordered by time by Splunk, and this is probably often the
desired order. Input and Output transformations are used in only 2% of scheduled queries
– these again could have been optimized away, or possibly captured in Macros.

Lastly, the other transformations are used in nearly zero queries. In the case of Win-
dowing transformations, this could be because windowed operations are accomplished “man-
ually” through sequences of Augment transformations or via overloaded commands that
were classified as other transformation types. We were surprised such operations were not
more common. In the case of the others, such as Transpose, it is more likely because log
data is rarely of the type for which such operations are needed.

4.3.2 Common Pipelines

Now that we have assessed the frequency at which individual transformations occur in the
logs, we’ll next consider sequences of such transformations, and how frequently these occur.
We refer to these sequences of transformations as pipelines, and we examine them in this
section. (See Table 4.1 for a definition of these terms.) The reason to consider pipelines
in addition to individual transformations is that tasks do not generally require a single
transformation. Thus, to understand the tasks involved in log analysis, we must examine
sequences of transformations as well. This way, we can discover typical log analysis pipelines
employed by Splunk users. To examine these sequences of transformations, we compute a
transition matrix, as described below. This matrix describes how often, in a log analysis
pipeline, each transformation is followed by each of the other transformations. We then
create a visual representation of this matrix, called a transition frequency diagram, that
highlights the most common transitions. This is useful because it provides a concise way to
identify many transformation pipelines.

This approach is related to process mining, which uses data about business activities,
often from logs, to learn models of the operational processes participants used in that activ-
ity [1]. One difference between that and what we have done is that we make no attempt to
fit a model to the data. Rather, here we report on the empirical frequencies.

To create the aforementioned matrix and graph, we did the following. For each pair of
transformation types, we counted the number of times within a query that the first trans-
formation of the pair was followed by the second transformation of the pair. We used these
counts to compute, for each transformation, how frequently each of the other transformation
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Figure 4.5: Transition frequency diagram describing, for all distinct scheduled queries, the
pairwise transition frequency between transformations. Only edges with weight greater or
equal to .05 are shown, for clarity. This visual representation of transition frequencies shows
likely log analysis pipelines employed by Splunk users.



CHAPTER 4. ANALYZING TRANSFORMATION SEQUENCES 59

256 distinct queries

Start Filter
1.0 Aggregate

0.86

Project
0.07

Transform

0.07

End
1.0

Augment

1.0

1.0

1.0

 

Figure 4.6: The pairwise transition frequency between transformations for web access log
queries.
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Figure 4.7: The pairwise transition frequency between transformations for OS event log
queries.

types followed it in a query. We averaged these frequencies across users, since we have far
more queries from some users than others 5.

We used these frequencies to create the transition frequency diagram as shown in Figure
4.5. Each node is a type of transformation, and each edge from transformation A to a trans-
formation B indicates the number of times B was used after A as a fraction of the number
of times A was used. Also included as nodes are states representing the start of a query,
before any command has been issued, and the end of a query, when no further commands
are issued. The edges between these nodes can be thought of as transition probabilities that
describe how likely a user is to issue transformation B after having issued transformation A.

Using these graphs, we can discover typical log analysis pipelines employed by Splunk
users. We exclude from presentation sequences with Cache transformations, as such trans-
formations have in most cases been automatically added to scheduled queries by Splunk to
optimize them, as well as Macros, because these can represent any transformation, so we do
not learn much by including them. We can read the remaining top transformation pipelines
by weight (where the weight of a path is the product of its edges). These are:

5Because average is sensitive to outliers, we attempted to use the median over users, but then we found
that too many of the transitions were close to zero, with the exception of the transition Start -¿ Filter -¿
End – representing simple searches. Readers should keep in mind that the presented observations may be
overly influenced by some outlier user accounts, although this is somewhat mitigated by the fact that the
data from all users are equally weighted.
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• Filter
• Filter | Aggregate
• Filter | Filter 6

• Filter | Augment | Aggregate
• Filter | Reorder
• Filter | Augment
The preponderance of Filter transformations in typical pipelines is not surprising given

that it is the most frequently applied transformation. These pipelines support our earlier
observations about tasks involved in log analysis. We investigate Filter, Aggregate, and
Augment transformations in more detail later in this section to explain why these commonly
appear in pipelines. These pipelines could be used to answer questions such as: What are
the common characteristics of all events with a certain property? (Filter) What are the
counts and other aggregate properties of such events? (Filter | Aggregate) What events
with this property have the most or least of another property? (Filter | Reorder) What is
the value of other properties of interest for this subset of events? (Filter | Augment)

One research question here is: How do the tasks implied by these pipelines compare to
the tasks supported by the literature on log analysis techniques? In comparison to many of
the more sophisticated techniques, such as event clustering or causal analysis, these pipelines
can seem simple [99, 113]. These pipelines more closely correspond to the tasks described
for the Dapper or Sawzall, where users filter application traces and events, and compute
aggregate properties like latency [145, 122].

Here we speculate on some possible explanations for this state of affairs: One possibility is
that these transformations represent course-grained descriptions of the underlying operations
being performed. This is necessary to be able to summarize the data and to describe the
operations applied in a way that is meaningful to those without expert-level knowledge of
the Splunk query language. However, one unfortunate consequence may be that it masks
the underlying complexity and variety of activity. This might contribute to the appearance
that log analysis tasks are simpler than they are in reality.

Another possibility is that many log analysis tasks may not require sophisticated machine
learning or data mining approaches – the example questions we listed above are examples of
this, and our survey results in Section 4.4 support this. It may also be difficult to map to
published data mining and machine learning algorithms to the log analysis setting. Human
intuition and domain expertise may be extremely competitive with state of the art machine
learning and other techniques for a wide variety of problems – simple filters, aggregations
and transformations coupled with visualizations are powerful tools in the hands of domain
experts. Other reasons are suggested by user studies and first-hand industry experience [112,
158]. These suggest log analysis users may prefer interpretable, easily adaptable approaches
over black-boxes that require lots of mathematical expertise. It is worth further investigating
the types of log analysis techniques currently in widespread use and assess how research can
better address practitioner needs.

6These can be thought of as one Filter that happened to be applied in separate consecutive stages.



CHAPTER 4. ANALYZING TRANSFORMATION SEQUENCES 61

An important factor determining what tasks are performed is the data being operated
upon. Unfortunately, as described in Section 4.2, we lack direct access to this information.
However, we can infer what type of data queries were applied to in some cases by considering
queries that explicitly specify the source type.7 In this way, we created more focused tran-
sition frequency diagrams for two commonly analyzed source types: Figure 4.6 shows the
analysis applied to server access logs, used for web analytics (where tasks include measuring
traffic, referrals, and clicks). Figure 4.7 shows the results on operating system event logs
(where tasks include analyzing processes, memory and CPU usage). In these figures, query
patterns differ from the patterns revealed by the aggregate queries; there is also less diversity.
This is unsurprising and could be due to firstly to the quantity of the data. More interesting
is how the query patterns in these figures differ from one another. It could also be due to
the domain of the data, which could cause the types of questions asked to vary, or it could
be due to the format of the data. For example web logs may have a more regular format,
allowing users to avoid the convoluted processing required to normalize less structured data
sources.

4.3.3 Longest Subsequences

To investigate what longer, possibly more complex, queries look like, we looked at the longest
common subsequences of transformations (Table 4.4). This could help address the question
raised in the previous section, of whether log analysis generally involves simpler tasks com-
pared to the sophisticated techniques published in the literature or not. Again, we excluded
Cache and Macro transformations from presentation. We again see the preponderance of
Filter, Aggregate, and Augment transformations. Beyond that, the most striking feature
is the preponderance of Augment transformations, particularly in the longer subsequences.
These could be indicative of more complex processing tasks. To gain more insight into ex-
actly what such sequences of Augment transformations are doing, we look more closely at
such transformations in the following section.

4.3.4 Types of Tasks

Recall from an earlier section that three of the most common transformation types in log
analysis are Filter, Aggregate and Augment. To find out more details about why and
how such transformations are used, we clustered query stages containing these types of trans-
formations, and then examined the distribution of transformations across these clusters.
Analysis of less frequent command types is left to future work.) We performed clustering in
order to discern patterns of use of query stages. We are interested in finding patterns that
correspond to user goals and use cases, ultimately to use as variables in statistical models
of user behavior, which could be used to create predictive interfaces and make recommen-
dation systems. Clustering provides an alternative to manually looking through thousands

7Source type can optionally be specified as an argument to Filter transformations.
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Length Count % Queries Subsequence

2 2866 16.77 Transform | Aggregate
2 2675 6.13 Augment | Augment
2 2446 14.06 Filter | Aggregate
2 2170 12.70 Aggregate | Rename
2 1724 8.42 Filter | Augment
3 2134 12.49 Transform | Aggregate | Rename
3 1430 4.00 Augment | Augment | Augment
3 746 4.24 Aggregate | Augment | Filter
3 718 4.20 Aggregate | Join | Filter
3 717 4.20 Aggregate | Project | Filter
4 710 4.16 Aggregate | Project | Filter | Rename
4 710 4.16 Transform | Aggregate | Augment | Filter
4 694 2.71 Augment | Augment | Augment | Augment
4 472 2.73 Filter | Augment | Augment | Augment
4 234 1.37 Augment | Augment | Augment | Project
5 280 1.62 Filter | Augment | Augment | Augment | Augment
5 222 1.30 Augment | Augment | Augment | Augment | Project
5 200 0.61 Augment | Augment | Augment | Augment | Augment
5 171 1.00 Augment | Augment | Augment | Augment | Filter
5 167 0.98 Filter | Augment | Augment | Augment | Aggregate
6 161 0.94 Augment | Augment | Augment | Augment | Filter | Filter
6 160 0.94 Augment | Augment | Filter | Filter | Filter | Augment
6 160 0.94 Augment | Augment | Augment | Filter | Filter | Filter
6 148 0.87 Filter | Augment | Augment | Augment | Augment | Filter
6 102 0.60 Augment | Aggregate | Augment | Augment | Augment | Augment

Table 4.4: Longest common subsequences of transformations along with count of how many
times such sequences appeared, and the percent of queries they appeared in.

of examples to find patterns. Manual coding techniques (i.e., content analysis) would likely
have yielded similar conclusions, but would have been more time-consuming.

Clustering these transformations reveals subtypes of each transformation, and thus more
details on what tasks they were used for. This combats the problem of oversimplification we
introduced by using course-grained categories to understand transformation patterns, which
we noted earlier.

We investigate the following sets of questions: What are the different ways Filter, Ag-
gregate, and Augment transformations are used? Can we identify higher-level tasks and
activities by identifying related clusters of transformations? Do these clusters allow us to
identify common workflow patterns? What can we infer about the user’s information needs
from these groups? How well do the commands in the Splunk query language map to the
tasks users are trying to perform? What implications do the clusters we find have on data
transformation language design?

To cluster each set of transformations, we:
(1) Parsed each query (see: Section 4.2)
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(2) Extracted the stages consisting of the given transformation type
(3) Converted the stages into feature vectors (see: Appendix B)
(4) Projected these feature vectors down to a lower dimensional space using PCA
(5) Projected these features further down into two dimensions, to allow visualization of the

clusters using t-SNE [96]
(6) Manually identified and labeled clusters in the data

Then, to count the number of transformations in each cluster, we use a random sample
of 300 labeled examples from the clustering step to estimate the true proportion of stages in
each cluster within 95% confidence intervals.8

4.3.4.1 Filtering

Filter stages primarily consist of the use of the search command, which almost all Splunk
queries begin with, and which allows users to both select events from a source and filter
them in a variety of ways. We clustered all distinct Filter stages and discovered 11 cluster
types using 26 features (Figure 4.8). Some of the clusters overlap, in that some examples
could belong to more than one group. We discuss how we resolve this below.

The most common application of Filter is to use multi-predicate logical conditions to
refine an event set, where these predicates are themselves filters of the other types, such
as those that look for matches of a given field (e.g., search status=404), or those that
look for any event containing a specified string (e.g., search "Authentication failure

for user: alspaugh"). This use of Filter supports our earlier supposition that these are
used to very flexibly and easily select potentially complex-to-specify subsets of data. When
a Filter could go into multiple categories, it was placed into this one, which also contains
Filters with many predicates of the same type in a statement with many disjunctions and
negations. Thus, it is the largest category. Considering each filter predicate individually
might be more informative; we leave that to future work.

Another common Filter pulls data from a given source, index, or host (like a SELECT

clause in SQL). These resemble Filters that look for a match on a given field, but return all
events from a given source rather than all events with a specific value in a specific field.

Other types of filters include those that deduplicate events, and those that filter based
on time range, index, regular expression match, or the result of a function evaluation on the
fields of each event. Lastly, some Filter transformations include the use of macros, others,
the use of subsearches, the results of which are used as arguments to further constrain the
current filter.

These use cases reveal several things:

• It is helpful to be able to simultaneously treat log data both as structured (field-value
filters, similar to SQL WHERE clauses) and as unstructured (string-contains searches,

8 Assuming cluster distribution is multinomial with k parameters p−i we use the formula n = k−1(1−k−1)
(.05/1.96)2

(which assumes each cluster is equally likely) to estimate the sample size required to estimate the true
parameters with a 95% confidence interval. The maximum required size was 246.
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similar to grep).

• Some commands in Splunk, like search, are heavily overloaded. A redesign of the
language could make it easier to identify what users are doing, by bringing the task
performed and the command invoked to perform it more in line with one another. For
example, there could be a distinct command for each task identified above. This might
also form a more intuitive basis on which to organize a data transformation language
or interface, but would need to be evaluated for usability.

• Though it may appear that time range searches are not as prevalent as might have be
suspected given the importance of the time dimension in log data, this is because the
time range is most often encoded in other parameters that are passed along with the
query. So time is still one of the most important filter dimensions for log analysis, but
this is not reflected in these results.

4.3.4.2 Aggregating

We discovered five Aggregate cluster types using 46 features (Figure 4.9). The most com-
mon Aggregate command is stats, which applies a specified aggregation function to any
number of fields grouped by any number of other fields and returns the result. Most often,
commonplace aggregation functions like count, avg, and max are used. Almost 75% of Ag-
gregates are of this type. Another 10% of Aggregates do this, but then also prepare the
output for visualization in a a chart rather than simply return the results (see the “Visu-
alization” tab discussed in Section 4.1). Another common type of Aggregate is similar to
these, but first buckets events temporally, aggregates each bucket, and displays the aggre-
gated value over time in a histogram. Another type first aggregates, then sorts, then returns
the top N results (e.g., top user). The last type groups by time, but not necessarily into
uniformly sized buckets (e.g., when forming user sessions).

The takeaways from this are:

• Visualizing the results of aggregations is reasonably popular, though much of the time,
simply viewing a table of the results suffices. Aggregations lead to the types of rela-
tional graphics that many people are familiar with, such as bar and line graphs [155].
Users might also appreciate having the ability to more easily visualize the result of
Filter transformations as well; for example, using brushing and linking.9

• For log analysis, when visualization is used, it is more likely to visualize an aggregate
value over buckets of time than aggregated over all time.
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Figure 4.8: Distribution of different types of Filter transformations.

4.3.4.3 Augmenting

Augments add or transform a field for each event. The most commonly used such command
is eval, which is another example of a heavily overloaded command. We discovered eight
classes of Augment use by clustering over 127 features (Figure 4.10). These classes shed
light onto the results of Section 4.3.2 and reveal what some of the long pipelines full of
Augment transformations were likely doing.

The most common ways users transform their data are, for example:
• By manipulating strings: eval name=concat(first, " ", last)

• Conditionally updating fields: eval type=if(status>=400, "failure", "success")

• Performing arithmetic: eval pct=cnt/total*100

9Brushing and linking is an interactive visualization technique wherein multiple views of data are linked
and data highlighted in one view (i.e., a filter) appears also highlighted in the other view (i.e., a bar graph
or heat map).
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Figure 4.9: Distribution of different types of Aggregate transformations.

• Calculating datetime information: eval ago=now()- time

• Applying multi-valued operations: eval nitems=mvcount(items)

• Or simple value assignments: eval thresh=5

Other Augment operations add a field that indicates which group an event belongs to and
still others use the results of a subsearch to update a field.

These tasks reveal that:

• Aside from filtering and aggregation, much of log analysis consists of data munging
(i.e., translating data from one format into another, such as converting units, and
reformatting strings), as we discussed earlier. This is supported by other studies of data
analysis in general [75]. Such data munging transformations could be mined to create
more intelligent logging infrastructure that outputs data in form already more palatable
to end-users, or could be incorporated into an automated system that converts raw logs
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Figure 4.10: Distribution of different types of Augment transformations.

into nicely structured information. The more complicated transformations should be
evaluated to identify whether the tool could be made more expressive.

• Just as with Filter transformations, here we observe heavily overloaded commands
(i.e., eval). Refactoring functionality to clean up the mapping between tasks and
commands would help here for the same reasons.

• At least 15% of cases involve the time dimension, which again suggests time is a more
important consideration in log analysis than was revealed in previous sections, which
makes sense given the temporal nature of event logs.

4.3.4.4 Summary

In this section, we identified different ways in which users apply each of the most commonly
used transformations: Filter, Aggregate, and Augment. Breaking down transformations
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into different uses provides richer detail about log analysis tasks than could be gleaned by
looking at transformation frequencies alone. For example, these details reveal the importance
of the time dimension in log analysis, both for filtering and for identifying trends. This
makes sense as a common use of logs is monitoring, but this was not discernible from the
transformations alone. These details also provide support for the idea that an important
category of tasks in log analysis is data munging, primarily via varieties of the Augment
transformation.

In addition, these details have implications for interface design. One lesson is that over-
loading analysis commands to perform many different tasks makes understanding the analysis
process more difficult. Refactoring these commands to map better to the separate tasks users
perform would make this easier. It may also benefit the users of the analysis commands by
improving usability. In this process, the syntax of queries to perform common tasks could be
streamlined to make these tasks easier to accomplish. Finally, the absence of certain tasks,
particularly those which have been identified elsewhere in published taxonomies, point to
areas where the tool might need to be extended to provide support for a wider range of
activity. For example, commands that allow users to examine the relationship between two
quantitative variables (except when one of the variables is time) were so rarely used that
they did not make it into our transformation categorization. The details in this section
indicated no such activity either. This could be because this type of task is not common in
log analysis. Alternatively, this task might need to be better supported by the tool.

Thus, not only do the additional details provide a more nuanced picture of log analysis
tasks, they also provide additional lessons for log analysis tool designers. The next section
continues with this theme of providing additional details of log analysis activity. It also
provides a different perspective, by presenting data from a different source, specifically, a
survey of Splunk sales engineers.

4.4 Survey on Splunk Usage

The analytic results suggest questions about tasks and goals that can best be answered by
talking to the people who use the system. Specifically, what professional roles and technical
background do Splunk users have? What are the main use cases Splunk users encounter,
and what data and tools do they use in these situations? To answer these questions, we
administered a survey to Splunk sales engineers. Their responses describe the use cases,
data sources, roles, and skill sets of 39 customer organizations. Note: these are not responses
directly from customers, rather each sales engineer answered each question once for each of
three customers, based on their firsthand knowledge and experience working with those
customers. Figure 4.11 summarizes the results visually.

4.4.1 Survey Results

The main results are:
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Figure 4.11: Summary of survey answers. Each vertical line represents a customer. Each
colored grouping represents a different question and each row in the group represents one
possible response to that question. A dot is present along a given column and row if the
option corresponding to that row was selected for the question in that group, for the customer
in that column.
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• User roles: The bulk of Splunk users are in IT and engineering departments, but
there is an important emerging class of users in management, marketing, sales, and
finance. This may be because more business divisions are interleaving one or more
machine generated log data sources for business insights. The technical aptitude of
this class of users might explain the prevalence of scheduled queries and Cache and
Macro operations.

• Programming experience: Although most Splunk users are technically savvy, most
only have limited to moderate amounts of programming experience.

• Splunk experience: Surprisingly, many of the customers reported on did not consis-
tently have expertise with Splunk, in fact, some users had no Splunk experience. This
may be an artifact of the fact that the survey respondents were sales engineers, who
may have opted to reply about more recent or growing customer deployments.

• Use cases: Along with the main user roles, the main use cases are also IT-oriented,
but, consistent with the other responses, Splunk is sometimes used to analyze business
data.

• Data sources: Correspondingly, the main type of data explored with Splunk is typ-
ical IT data: logs from web servers, firewalls, network devices, and so on. However,
customers also used Splunk to explore sales, customer, and manufacturing data.

• Transformations applied: Customers primarily use Splunk to extract strings from
data, perform simple arithmetic, and manipulate date and time information. In some
cases, customers perform more complex operations such as outlier removal and inter-
polation. This provides additional context to supplement our earlier speculation about
the types of tasks involved in log analysis and how often sophisticated techniques are
used. This suggest that the sophistication of techniques required varies over customers
and the tasks they need to perform, though the bulk of tasks are relatively simple.

• Statistical sophistication: Customers generally do not use Splunk to perform very
complicated statistical analysis, limiting themselves to operations like computing de-
scriptive statistics and looking for correlations. In one instance, a customer reported
having a team of “math junkies” that exported data out of Splunk, ran “very sophisti-
cated batch analytics,” and then imported those results back into Splunk for reporting.
The same observations made for the previous point apply here as well.

• Data mash ups: The degree to which customers combine data sources in their analysis
varies across individual users and organizations. Some organizations almost always
combine data sources for their analysis while a nearly equal number almost never do.
This could be in part due to diversity in Splunk expertise and use cases.

• Other tools: To better understand the ecosystem in which Splunk exists, we asked
what other data analysis tools customers used. In keeping with their IT-oriented
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roles and use cases, command line tools are frequently used by most Splunk users, in
addition to databases, scripting languages, and desktop visualization tools like Tableau.
A significant number of customers used custom in-house applications for analyzing
their data. A relatively small number used cluster computing frameworks or analysis
languages like MATLAB.

Based on these results, we make the following observations.

• IT and engineering professionals will be increasingly called upon to use their expertise
working with machine data to aid other business divisions in their information-seeking
needs, and will gain some expertise in these other domains as a result (deduced from
user role and use case data).

• Classic tools of the trade for system administrators and engineers will be increasingly
picked up by less technical users with other types of training, causing an evolution in
both the features offered by the tools of the trade as well as the skills typically held by
these other users (deduced from user role data). Although it is likely that more people
in a growing variety of professions will learn how to program over the coming years,
the market for log and data analysis tools that do not require programming experience
will likely grow even faster (deduced from programming experience data).

• There is still no “one stop shop” for data analysis and exploration needs – customers
rely on a variety of tools depending on their needs and individual expertise (based
on the other tools data). This may be due to the existence of a well-established
toolchain where different components are integrated into a holistic approach, not used
disparately. Better understanding of which parts of different tools draw users would
help both researchers and businesses that make data analysis products understand
where to focus their energies.

4.5 Discussion

Here we summarize our main observations.

• Filtering: In our observations, a large portion of log analysis activity in Splunk con-
sists of filtering. One possible explanation is that log analysis is often used to solve
problems that involve hunting down a few particular pieces of data – a handful of
abnormal events or a particular record. This could include account troubleshooting,
performance debugging, intrusion detection, and other security-related problems. The
prevalence of filtering could also reflect the importance of monitoring as an application
of log analysis, which would involve keeping a lookout for particular events. Another
possible explanation is that much of the information collected in logs, such as that used
for debugging during development, is not useful for all users of the system. In other
words, logs include many different types of data logged for many different reasons, and
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the difference between signal and noise may depend on perspective. Filtering is also
used in conjunction with aggregation to count occurrences of different things, which is
an important task in log analysis.

• Reformatting: Our analysis of Augment transformations suggested that most of
these transformations were for the purpose of data munging, or reformatting and clean-
ing data. The prevalence of reformatting as a portion of log analysis activity is likely
reflective of the fact that much log data is structured in an inconsistent, ad hoc manner.
Taken together, the prevalence of filtering and reformatting activity in Splunk suggest
that it may be useful for system developers to collaborate with the end users of such
systems to ensure that data useful for the day-to-day management of such systems is
collected. Alternatively, another possible explanation is that the Splunk interface is
not as useful for other types of analysis. However, other reports indicate that indeed,
much of data analysis in general does involve a lot of data munging [75].

• Summarizing: We observed that it is common in Splunk to Aggregate log data,
which is a way of counting and summarizing it. Summarizing is a frequently-used
technique in data analysis in general, and is used to create some of the more common
graph types, such as bar charts and line graphs [155]. This suggests it may be useful
to automatically create certain types of summarizing to present to the user to save
time. In log analysis with Splunk, summarizing with respect to the time dimension is
an important use case.

• Time: Since time is a default parameter to many commands that is set through
buttons in the interface rather than explicitly via the command invocation, it was
difficult to get a true picture of how important this dimension was in log analysis
tasks. However, our detailed cluster analysis in Section 4.3.4 indicated that time
was involved in several tasks, such as filtering, manipulating the time dimension, and
viewing trends in aggregate data over time. At least 15% of Augment cases involve
the time dimension, which again suggests time is an important consideration in log
analysis, which makes sense given the temporal nature of event logs. In total, time
is explicitly used in about 4% of stages, which is probably high relative to other non-
temporal fields, given how many others there are. However, as mentioned, that is likely
a vast underestimate, since filters on time can be specified through the GUI instead of
through the queries.

• Task complexity: We were not able to determine whether Splunk users make use of
some of the more advanced data mining techniques proposed in the literature, such as
techniques for event clustering and failure diagnosis [99, 113]. One possible explanation
for this is that due to the complexity and variability of real world problems, as well as of
logged information, designing one-size-fits-all tools for these situations is not feasible.
Alternatively, such analyses may occur using custom code outside of Splunk or other
analytics products as part of a large toolchain, into which we have little visibility.



CHAPTER 4. ANALYZING TRANSFORMATION SEQUENCES 73

This idea is supported by some of the Splunk survey results (Section 4.4). Other
possible explanations include lack of problems that require complicated solutions, lack
of expertise, or requirements that solutions be transparent, which may not be the
case for statistical techniques. It could also be the case that such techniques are
used, but are drowned out by the volume of data munging activity. Finally, it may
be that we simply were not able to find more complex analytics pipelines because
programmatically identifying such higher-level activities from sequences of smaller,
lower-level steps is a difficult problem.

• Users and use cases: Our survey results show that log analysis is not only for IT
departments; non-technical users need to extract business insights from logs to drive
their decision making as well.

4.6 Conclusion

In this chapter we presented detailed, quantitative data describing the process of log analysis.
This assessment follows in a long tradition of analyzing logs of user commands to determine
usage patterns and compare these with the underlying assumptions for system and interface
design [154]. In addition, we provide qualitative survey data for high-level context. Together
these are important sources of information that can be used to to inform product design,
guide user testing, construct statistical user models, and even create smart interfaces that
make recommendations to users to enhance their analysis capabilities.

In the next chapter, we analyze logs from another data analysis system, Tableau. In our
Tableau case study, we used augmented logging capabilities implemented by our collaborators
at Tableau to obtain additional context about the analysis environment at every step the user
takes – namely, the analyzed data and the application state. We also prompted participants
to annotate their log activity to indicate the tasks they were performing at the time, as
well as collected their reports on their analyses, so we have some insight into their thought
processes. Like in this chapter, we group similar activity to identify tasks; however, due
to the different nature of the datasets (queries versus events) and the additional data we
collected, in the next chapter we take a different approach and group the events of each user
into consecutive subsequences. This allows us to get a higher-level summary of each user’s
entire analysis session.
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Chapter 5

Analyzing Full Annotated Activity

In this chapter, we present a usage case study of data logged from Tableau.10 Tableau is
a software application for visualizing relational data for analysis. It was initially developed
in 2000 as a research project called Polaris, [151]. It provides a graphical interface that
lets users create, via simple dragging and dropping, visualizations of information stored in
their databases. By using Tableau to transform and plot, users can answer questions about
their data. For example, a bookstore owner may have a database of sales information that
describes the products they have sold. Using Tableau, the user can create a graph that shows
the number of children’s books customers purchased each month of the past five years.

Because Tableau lets users create attractive and useful graphs of data quickly, without
writing code or having deep knowledge of database technologies, it is valuable to many people
of different expertise in different contexts. This makes it a popular tool with a large user
base, and as such, many other data analysis products on the market have mimicked aspects
of Tableau’s interface for visualizing data. Thus, among the large set of data analysis and
visualization tools, Tableau is a good case to study, being arguably representative of its class.

In studying Tableau, we want to identify quantitative descriptions of how it is used,
along with methods for deriving these descriptions, which can one day be incorporated
into qualitative and statistical models. The applications of these models were described in
detail in Chapter 1, and include providing an empirical basis for UI/UX studies, as well as
providing input into increasingly automated and intelligent analysis interfaces, including AI
assistants and recommender systems. Though this information is a starting point for these
other applications, it is critical to have, and not trivial to come by, for reasons detailed in
Chapter 3.

We obtained this information by first collecting several dozen highly-detailed, user-

10 Special thanks for the contributions to this work presented in this chapter by Marti Hearst, faculty
at the University of California, Berkeley, and Melanie Tory and Heidi Lam, researchers at Tableau. In this
chapter, the terms “we” and “our collaborators at Tableau” refer to them. Heidi Lam aided by augmenting
Tableau’s logging capabilities and developing the annotation tool. Marti Hearst helped design and facilitate
our data collection studies. Marti Hearst and Melanie Tory performed the submission segmentations we
analyze in depth in this chapter. Their assistance was invaluable.
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annotated Tableau event logs. These logs were part of student submissions for an exploratory
data analysis assignment in a graduate-level information visualization course at the Univer-
sity of California, Berkeley. For this assignment, participants chose their analysis topics
and datasets individually, according to their interests. Participants were asked to first pose
several hypotheses about their data, then use Tableau to explore their theories, using the
techniques and strategies presented in the course. The datasets and hypotheses that partici-
pants analyzed varied widely. Participants each wrote a report detailing their findings, then
annotated their logs to reflect upon and describe their analysis process. The participants
submitted their report, workbooks, logs, and annotations, all of which we collected.

We investigated ways to segment the participants’ low-level event streams into consecutive
subsequences of similar events. The purpose of this segmentation is to facilitate the summary
of the activities the logs record. These summaries might be then consumed more effectively
by end-users and other applications. We developed an event log visualization tool to help
human segmenters develop segmentations, which we in turn used to derive segmentation
heuristics. We then analyzed and summarized these segments. The participants’ reports
and annotations serve as a source of ground truth to compare with these automatically
generated summaries.

In developing our segmentation and summary approach, we first deep-dive into one sub-
mission. Our collaborators segmented this submission manually, which yielded several exam-
ples on which to base segmentation heuristics. We analyzed these manual segmentations to
determine the degree of agreement between them and reconciled differences where possible.
When analyzing the manual segmentations, we found that they did not agree with one an-
other to a high degree – the best case amount of overlap between two segmentations was 83%
and the worst case was only 19%, even though we provided instructions to attempt to guide
segmenters to using the same approach. We speculate that one reason for this is that segmen-
tation involves a lot of subjectivity, and that likely, different segmentations would be better
for different uses. However, it also could be because we only had a few segmentation exam-
ples, and did not iterate on the segmentation instructions. Nonetheless, the segmentations
do share some properties that distinguish them from randomly-generated segmentations,
which suggests that these segmentations are not completely meaningless groupings of the
event stream. Namely, the events within a segment tend to be more similar to one another
in certain respects than they are to events in adjacent segments.

Thus, based on these findings, we created heuristics for segmenting the event stream. We
tested the heuristics on the submission that was manually segmented, and found that the
segmentations created with these heuristics exhibited characteristics similar to the manual
segmentations. We then used these heuristics to segment all the submissions. We generated
simple summaries of these segments and investigated some simple general questions, like what
is the most common type of activity, and what are some common analysis workflows? In
asking these questions, we seek to demonstrate the types of questions that can be investigated
rather than definitively address certain usage hypotheses. Moreover, the answers to these
questions were constrained in our case by the fact that the data we collected was from
students following particular instructions in an assignment that directed them to follow this
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Figure 5.1: This figure shows a diagram of the instrumented analysis process. The cylinders
represent data and the circles represent transformations applied to that data. In the Tableau
case study, we collected information about the data the users analyzed, the visualization
operations that users applied and the visualizations they created, as well as information about
their goals. These are highlighted in grey in the figure. We don’t have any information about
the transformation operations they applied to their data outside of visualization beyond a
high-level description.

workflow, and so these answers are not representative of other use cases. Nonetheless, in
our dataset, we found that the most common activity is presentation (edit dashboard) both
by time and by segment count, and this is true across all submissions. This makes some
sense, given the assignment that instructed participants to create dashboards of each of their
findings. After that, segments that are a mix of categories and analysis segments (edit vis)
are the most common. We also found that the submissions tend to follow the workflows
proposed in the literature: first data munging, then analysis, then presentation, though
there is some iterating back and forth. Also, activities like pan, zoom, and highlight, and
filter, tend to happen more in the presentation rather than the analysis phase. Though
these findings do not generalize to Tableau or visual analytics tool usage more broadly, our
approach could easily be applied to other datasets. This would enable the discovery of
characteristics of various classes of use cases and ultimately of more general descriptions of
human analysis behavior.

To set the stage for this analysis, we begin by describing the Tableau interface and how
users interact with it in Section 5.1. We then describe our method for collecting detailed
and annotated event logs from Tableau in Section 5.2. Importantly, as Section 5.1 shows,
this approach allowed us to collect data about the entire analysis cycle, from the user’s goals
and data at each step, to the transformation and visualization of that data, and finally to
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Figure 5.2: When a new sheet is created in Tableau, it is blank and there are no fields on
the shelves.

the user’s interpretation of the resulting visualization. This is an innovation over what is
typically collected in log analysis studies and provides a substantially more complete picture
of user analysis activity. We describe how we analyzed this data, and our resultant findings
in Section 5.3. We discuss the implications of our results and opportunities for future work,
before summarizing all of the work and findings presented in Section 5.5.

5.1 Case Study: Tableau

Tableau provides an interface that allows users to create visualizations of relational data. To
do this, users drag and drop fields from their dataset (i.e., columns) from a list in a sidebar,
onto a set of shelves in the main window of the interface, as shown in Figure 5.2 11. The
placement of fields on these shelves results in an automatically generated plot, such as a bar
chart or timeseries plot. The type of plot created depends on the datatype of the fields and
on where the fields are placed on the shelves. The user dictates which fields are mapped to
which visual dimension of the graph, such as vertical position or color, by controlling which
fields are placed onto which shelves.

11All screenshots shown here are of Tableau 10.
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Figure 5.3: After the user drags and drops several fields onto various shelves, the Tableau
sheet contains a visualization. In this visualization, sales by category (column shelf) are
shown for three different industry segments over each month of the year (row shelf) for the
year 2016 in a certain region (filter shelf). The bars are color-coded according to a certain
criteria (details shelf).

In addition to dragging and dropping fields onto shelves to create visualizations, users can
interact with their graphs to sort, filter, annotate, and more. Users can create derived fields
based on calculations using other fields. Tableau supports common relational datatypes such
as categorical and quantitative data, as well as geographical data and more. Users save their
work in Tableau workbooks. A single workbook consists of one or more sheets, similar to
sheets in spreadsheet applications, in which the users create visualizations of the data they
input into the workbook, in the manner described in the previous paragraph.

A central feature of Tableau is ShowMe – a menu of possible graph types that users
can select from to visualize the data on the current sheet. After selecting a graph type,
Tableau automatically generates the graph for the user with the fields they selected. Users
can also undo, redo, export, and perform other operations standardly supported in modern
GUIs. Figure 5.3 shows a screenshot of what the interface looks like after creating several
visualizations. It is beyond the scope of this chapter to describe in depth how Tableau and
ShowMe operate, but there are several published papers that do so [97, 98].
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5.2 Data Collected: Annotated Tableau Event Logs

In this section, we first describe what data was logged by Tableau by default. In a pilot
study, we collected data from Tableau 8.0. Through a preliminary analysis of this data,
we determined that these default logs lacked some important information required to accu-
rately capture users’ analysis activities, as we describe below. (This is typical, as explained
in Chapter 3.) To address this, we created a set of recommendations enumerating what
additional instrumentation should be added to Tableau to produce the needed information.
Our next study, described here, used Tableau version 9, which improved upon the logging of
the previous version; however, some important information was still missing. Our collabora-
tors at Tableau implemented additional logging based on our suggestions, providing Tableau
with the capability to produce augmented logs. We describe these augmented logs later in
this section.

To collect a set of these augmented logs of real analysis activity, we ran a study. In this
study, participants used Tableau with augmented logging enabled to explore a dataset of
their choosing. They then annotated the logs that were recorded during their exploratory
analysis with their thought processes, indicating their goals and expectations in each step
of their analysis. This resulted in a final dataset of 24 augmented and annotated logs. We
describe this study and the resultant data in the final portion of this section.

5.2.1 Default Tableau Logs

Tableau Desktop logs are text files on the local filesystem containing sequences of Tableau
event data. Event data is appended to these files in response to most user actions and to
certain internal triggers, though here we will concern ourselves with only the former. For
example, when the user drags a field to a shelf, Tableau writes a new event at the end of
the log. Each event includes a timestamp representing when it was written, along with what
user action triggered the event, and depending on the action, certain parameter information,
such as the name of the field that was dragged to a shelf and the name of the shelf it was
dropped on. Listing 5.1 gives some examples of such events. A sequence of such events is
called an event stream.

Listing 5.1: Events in default Tableau logs.
{"ts":"2016 -03 -13 T20 :36:04.832" ," pid ":673 ," tid ":"6580" ," sev":" info","req":"-","sess":"-","

site ":"{ B6A85965 -6F2C -4F41 -912C-7842 D6329477 }","user":"-","k":" command -pre","v":{" args

":" tabui:edit -reference -line reference -line -id=\" refline0 \""," name ":" tabui:edit -

reference -line "}}

{"ts":"2016 -03 -13 T20 :36:20.071" ," pid ":673 ," tid ":"6580" ," sev":" info","req":"-","sess":"-","

site ":"{ B6A85965 -6F2C -4F41 -912C-7842 D6329477 }","user":"-","k":" command -pre","v":{" args

":" tabui:delete -sheet -ui worksheet -orphans -handling -mode =\"ask -user \""," name ":" tabui:

delete -sheet -ui"}}

If Tableau issued an event containing all the relevant parameter information every time
a user performed an action, it would represents a complete record of the user’s analysis
activity. However, by default, some actions were not logged at the time of our study, such
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as when the user switches from one sheet to another. Moreover, some events of some actions
that are logged did not contain important parameter information, such as sheet deletion
events not listing the name of the sheet that was deleted. As a result, it is not possible to
fully reconstruct what steps the user took using the default logs.

Moreover, even if the logs did record all user actions and their relevant parameter in-
formation, building a complete picture of the user’s analysis activity would require keeping
track of the current state of the application, because the effect of most actions depends on
the current application state. For example, what visualization is shown after a user drops
a field on a shelf in a sheet depends on what other fields were already on shelves in that
sheet. Reconstructing this from a complete event stream would be possible; however, it
would require effectively building a Tableau Desktop emulator, which would be extremely
labor-intensive and error-prone. This is undesirable especially considering that a cleaner
and easier solution would be to have Tableau augment the logs with the desired information
about its own state. This is in fact the solution we chose; these augmentations are described
in the next section.

5.2.2 Augmented Tableau Logs

To assess the quality of data available in the default Tableau logs, we conducted a pilot
study in which we asked participants to use Tableau to explore a dataset and provide us
with the resultant logs. By attempting to use these logs to understand what analysis steps the
participants had taken, we were able to identify what additional information the logs needed
to have for us to do this effectively. This information included approximately two dozen
actions that were missing event or parameter information. In addition, we recommended
that Tableau add the ability to log the current application state and information about the
data users load into Tableau. Some of these recommendations were implemented by our
collaborators at Tableau.

Because the additional information added to the logs causes them to grow quite large,
the augmented logging feature is not turned on by default; we enabled it for our study, which
we describe in the next section.

5.2.3 User Study and Annotated Tableau Logs

Listing 5.2: Summary of instructions to study participants.

1 . I d e n t i f y a t op i c area and a s e t o f hypotheses .
2 . Explore these hypotheses us ing Tableau , and wr i t e up your r e s u l t s in

a wr i t t en r epor t and us ing one or more Tableau Dashboards .
3 . R e f l e c t on your proce s s : use the annotat ion t o o l to comment on the

proce s s you went through . Annotate major po r t i on s o f the p roce s s .
In p a r t i c u l a r :

a . New task or subtask : Mark events that i n d i c a t e s when you
began working on a new hypothes i s , goal , task , or ques t i on .



CHAPTER 5. ANALYZING FULL ANNOTATED ACTIVITY 81

Examples i n c lude : c r e a t i n g a v i s u a l i z a t i o n , t ry ing to
understand some aspect o f Tableau ? s i n t e r f a c e , r e f o rmat t ing
a p r e v i o u s l y c reated v i s u a l i z a t i o n , or t ry ing a d i f f e r e n t
approach accompl ish a p r e v i o u s l y s ta t ed goa l .

b . Mistakes : Make a note on an event i f you generated i t
a c c i d e n t a l l y .

c . Commentary : Fee l f r e e to i n t e r j e c t commentary in the middle
o f a task or subtask

d . Unknown : Fee l f r e e to mark a por t i on o f the l og as unknown

In addition to augmenting the default Tableau logs with more information, we arranged
to collect annotations of these logs by the users whose actions generated them. By annotating
their logs, users can provide information about the goals and plans they had as they analyzed
their data in Tableau.

The augmented logs make this possible because the additional information in them –
namely, the state of the application after each action – provides the ability to represent the
sequence of steps users took in Tableau in a more recognizable form. This makes it feasible
to ask users to review their logs and describe their motivations for and reactions to their
analysis steps.

To collect a set of augmented and annotated logs to analyze, we arranged a user study
with students in an information visualization course. As part of this course, the students
were required to perform a detailed exploratory analysis of a dataset and hypotheses of their
choosing using Tableau. For this assignment, we asked these students to use the version of
Tableau with augmented logging enabled. Afterwards, they were required to reflect on their
analysis process and describe their findings in a detailed report. Lastly, they were then asked
to annotate their augmented logs using an annotator tool, called LogViewer, built by one of
our collaborators at Tableau. LogViewer displays a subset of the events in the log, and for
each of these provides three text boxes, GOAL, EXPECTED, and COMMENT, that users
can enter annotations into.

Upon completion of this assignment, students submitted their Tableau workbooks, their
reports, their augmented logs, and their annotations. The instructions for the assignment
are summarized at a high-level in Listing 5.2. Screenshots of the annotator tool are shown
in Figure 5.4, Figure 5.5, and Figure 5.6.

Students were not required to participate in our study; all students were required to
follow the same instructions regardless of whether or not they opted in to the study and
the list of students who opted in was kept hidden from the course staff, so that students
did not feel pressured to participate. After excluding submissions from those who opted-out
and those who were not able to get the augmented logging or annotation tool working for
one reason or another, we collected 24 complete submissions with augmented and annotated
logs. Nearly every submission involved a different analysis dataset. The number of events
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Figure 5.4: Events as they are shown by the annotator tool.

Number of submissions 24
Median active duration (mins) 515.2
Median number of events (user-generated) 1,864
Median number of annotations 40

Table 5.1: Characteristics of the set of events analyzed from the Tableau submissions.
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Figure 5.5: Creating an annotation in the annotator tool.

Figure 5.6: Completed annotation in the annotator tool.

and annotations is listed in Table 5.1.

5.2.4 Submission Deep Dive

In the analysis that we present in Section 5.3.3, we first focused on a single submission that
we segmented by hand for use as a basis for developing heuristics. Thus, in this section, we
describe that submission, to provide context for our later analysis. In this submission, the
student performed an analysis of student loan default rates and graduate debt levels. The
four hypotheses they explored were:
• Hypothesis 1: Default rates did not substantially vary over the three-year period.
• Hypothesis 2: Non-degree programs have higher default rates than degree programs.
• Hypothesis 3: Private, proprietary, and for-profit institutions have higher default rates
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Figure 5.7: Dashboard created for “Hypothesis 1: Default rates did not substantially vary
over the three-year period.” The participant decided this hypothesis should likely be rejected.

than public.
• Hypothesis 4: States with higher undergraduate debt have higher default rates.
The participant investigated each hypothesis in order using the strategy identified in

Shneiderman’s “overview, zoom and filter, details on demand” mantra [143]. The final
graphs they made present their findings on these hypotheses are shown in Figures 5.7 - 5.10.

This participant did a very thorough job annotating this submission. Figure 5.11 shows
the annotations the participant made on the workbook state that was recorded when they
were working on a task for Hypothesis 1. In fact, this work is the first task, and the first
segment, of their submission.

This segment’s annotations are shown in Figure 5.11 with the corresponding event ID,
timestamp, screenshot (if available), and annotation. In the annotations, the text “3.1”
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Figure 5.8: Dashboard created for “Hypothesis 2: Non-degree programs have higher default
rates than degree programs.” The participant decided that this hypothesis was “confirmed”
by this but likely not meaningful due to not addressing the substantial variation caused by
the highest degree offered.
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Figure 5.9: Dashboard created for “Hypothesis 3: Private, proprietary, and for-profit insti-
tutions have higher default rates than public.” Based on this, the participant decided this
hypothesis should likely be rejected, and thought of several other hypothesis they might
investigate, such as that foreign institutions have lower default rates.
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Figure 5.10: Dashboard created for “Hypothesis 4: States with higher undergraduate debt
have higher default rates.” Based on this, the participant concluded their hypothesis should
probably be rejected, but they were unable to discover an explanation in their further ex-
plorations on this topic.
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[event  0] 7:51:03 PM: tabui:get-open-pane-sample-workbooks 
GOAL: [3.1] Task: Hypothesis 1, Default rates did not substantially 
vary over the three-year period. Subtask: Aggregate view 
 

 
[event 13] 7:56:42 PM: tabui:drop-ui 
GOAL: [3.1] Task: Hypothesis 1, Default rates did not substantially 
vary over the three-year period. Subtask: Aggregate view;  
EXPECTED: Add year to the sheld 
 
[event 15] 7:58:54 PM: tabdoc:apply-calculation 
GOAL: [3.1] Task: Hypothesis 1, Default rates did not substantially 
vary over the three-year period. Subtask: Aggregate view;  
EXPECTED: Define the calculated field for Default Rate 
 
 

 
[event 16] 7:59:22 PM: tabui:drop-ui 
GOAL: [3.1] Task: Hypothesis 1, Default rates did not substantially 
vary over the three-year period. Subtask: Aggregate view;  
EXPECTED: Plot default rate over the 3-year period 
 
 

 
[event 17] 8:00:33 PM: tabui:drop-ui 
GOAL: [3.1] Task: Hypothesis 1, Default rates did not substantially 
vary over the three-year period. Subtask: Aggregate view;  
EXPECTED: Get a feel for where the bulk of institutions fall in terms 
of default rate over the 3-year period 

 
[event 19] 8:02:45 PM: tabui:drop-ui 
GOAL: [3.1] Task: Hypothesis 1, Default rates did not substantially 
vary over the three-year period. Subtask: Aggregate view;  
EXPECTED: Remove institution name as the plot was no valuable for 
analysis due to density. 
 
 
 

 
[event 20] 8:02:47 PM: tabui:edit-axis-ui 
GOAL: [3.1] Task: Hypothesis 1, Default rates did not substantially 
vary over the three-year period. Subtask: Aggregate view;  
EXPECTED: Change the axis so the line covers the length of the chart​. 
 
 
 
[event 27] 8:05:04 PM: tabdoc:rename-sheet 
GOAL: [3.1] Task: Hypothesis 1, Default rates did not substantially 
vary over the three-year period. Subtask: Aggregate view;  
EXPECTED: Update the sheet name to reflect the sheet contents. 
 

 

Figure 5.11: The participant’s annotations for Submission 16’s first segment.
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refers to the section of the participant’s report to which the annotated work pertains. As
instructed, the participant prepended all of the annotations pertaining to one task with the
same description, using the “GOAL” box of the LogViewer tool. The highlighted green
text is what the participant entered into the “EXPECTED” box, and is what changes from
annotation to annotation.

5.2.5 Challenges and Limitations

For this case study, we were able to collect much more data than in the previous one,
which helps to address some of the challenges identified in Chapter 3. For example, via
our pilot study, we were able to identify a lot of important missing information, so this
challenge, discussed in Section 3.1, was not as much of an issue here, though there were still
a few parameters missing from some events. The issue of interaction provenance, discussed
in Section 3.2, was not an issue, both because we are more interested in the higher-level
activity and not the exact interface mechanisms used to perform a given action, and also
because there were no issues where automation could be confused with manual interaction,
as in the Splunk case study (described in Section 4.2). As in the previous case study, we
did not have access to intermediate actions, a challenge discussed in Section 3.4. While
information like where the user’s mouse hovered could have revealed more about the user’s
thought process, we had a great deal of other information to process, and making sense
of high volumes of data comes with its own challenges. In this case study, we did have
access to a great deal of analysis state, a challenge discussed in Section 3.5. However, there
is some additional information that would have been helpful to have, such as information
about what visualization was displayed, in a machine-readable text format, rather than just
a screenshot, and more information about the dashboarding activity. This information was
not included in the augmented logging implemented by our Tableau collaborators. Likewise,
we also had access to metadata about the data analyzed, such as the datatype, as discussed
in Section 3.6, though information about other statistical properties of the data could allow
for a richer analysis, and collecting this information from the workbooks we gathered would
have been a time- and manual labor-intensive process. Lastly, we did have some information
about user intent, a challenge discussed in Section 3.7. Namely, we have the annotations
and reports. These are not a perfect reflection of user intent because users’ necessarily did
not capture their every thought, and in fact many users’ annotations omitted a great deal
of detail. However, it does provide some ground truth. Lastly, the challenge of identifying
higher-level actions, discussed in Section 3.3, is the core focus of our analysis. Capturing these
higher-level actions in the logs would require exposing functionality to the user at this level in
the application, as the visual analytics system HARVEST does, as discussed previously [50].
Since this would require an interface redesign, this challenge remains when dealing with most
systems, Tableau included. In the following sections we discuss our approach to identifying
these higher-level activities, or tasks.



CHAPTER 5. ANALYZING FULL ANNOTATED ACTIVITY 90

Term Definition
participant a student who consented to having their submission be included in our study
submission the event logs, annotations, report, and Tableau workbooks from the ex-

ploratory data analysis assignment, which we collected for this study
task an imprecise term meant to roughly discretize activity directed towards a com-

mon goal; e.g., examine the relationship between X and Y. The level of gran-
ularity that is best for this discretization is subjective, depending both on
intended use and personal preference.

event a unit of data issued by software and usually written to a log, in response to
some trigger such as user activity, like a mouse click. An event always has
a timestamp. Exactly what other data the event contains depends on the
software and the type of event.

action associated with each event, the trigger that caused the event to be issued. We
consider only events triggered by user activity. Each event provides the action
that triggers it as part of its information.

category the type of action
field a column in the dataset examined by the user in Tableau
segmentation a division of the event stream into segments
segment a discrete subsequence of consecutive events representing actions directed to-

wards the same task
segment boundary the point between events at which one segment ends and the next begins;

denoted by the index of the first event of the segment after the boundary
segmenter the creator of a segmentation
manual segmentation a segmentation created by a human person
random segmentation or randomly-generated segmentation, a segmentation generated by randomly

selecting event indexes from the event stream
heuristic a set of explicit rules for creating a segmentation
heuristic segmentation a segmentation generated from a heuristic
metric a function defined over segments or a segmentation to measure some property,

such as similarity between the set of fields in two different segments
overlap coefficient a measure of set similarity defined as the size of the intersection divided by the

smaller of the size of the two sets
Jaccard index a measure of set similarity defined as the size of the intersection divided by the

size of the union of the sample sets
Herfindahl index a measure of the degree of concentration of types in a set equal to the sum of

the square of the percent of each type in the set
Jaccard distance one minus the Jaccard index

Table 5.2: Definitions of terms and metrics.

5.3 Analysis of Annotated Tableau Logs

The goal of our analysis is to assess if we can summarize the event logs, by first segmenting the
event stream into subsequences of similar consecutive events, then describing these segments.
First, we describe a visualization tool we developed to aid in the discovery of subsequences
of like events that could be grouped into a segment. We then describe our analysis of
several segmentations that we created using this tool. In particular we assess the internal
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similarity of segments with respect to properties like field sets, action sets, sheets, and time,
as well as the degree of similarity between pairs of consecutive segments with respect to
these same properties. We find that adjacent segments in manual segmentations do tend to
be more different from one another in terms of these properties than would be the case if the
segmentations were meaningless (i.e., random). However, paradoxically, the events within
the segments are not more similar than those within randomly-generated segmentations,
according to our metrics.

We assess the degree of similarity between the manual segmentations and propose several
adjustments to rectify inconsistencies and bring the manual segmentations more in line with
one another. We find that even with the adjustments, there is not a very high degree of
overlap between manual segmentations – overlap ranges from 12% to 88% across the set
of original and adjusted segmentations. We then develop a heuristic segmentation scheme
based on this analysis of these manual segmentations, and analyze the results of the heuristic
segmentations in the same way. We find that the heuristic segmentations behave similarly
to the manual segmentations in terms of their properties and the degree of agreement with
the manual segmentations. Lastly, we use the best heuristic segmentation scheme to sum-
marize all of the submissions and provide some examples of what can be learned from these
segmentations.

5.3.1 Event Log Segment Visualization Tool

We developed a visualization tool to depict properties of the events in the event stream, to
make it easier to identify consecutive subsequences of similar events for segmentation.

5.3.1.1 Motivation

It is difficult to understand what a Tableau user did during a session by looking at their
raw event log data for several reasons. The first is that there are many events – too many
to inspect individually. The events contain many low-level details presented in a nested
structured form that is not very amenable to being read by humans. The information in
a single conceptual step is spread out over several linked events (i.e., an event describing a
user action is usually accompanied by an event to describe various aspects of the application
state). It’s hard to take in information about more than one event at a time, and there
is little context that is immediately apparent when examining each event in isolation. Any
context gathered has to be built up in one’s head or in some external format (via note-taking)
in order to track what is happening. Thus, to be able to view all of the details associated
with each event with greater context, we developed a visualization tool. Heer, et al., also
created visualizations of this user activity in their Tableau work [61]. They found that using
behavior graphs were the most useful for understanding user behavior, which contain some
characteristics similar to our visualization, such as depicting application state and color-
coding by action type. We did not try this approach, because the sessions we examined
were generally several orders of magnitude longer, so we sought visualizations that could
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Figure 5.12: The modal window where the user selects the dataset to examine and sets other
display parameters.

compactly display more events. However, it would be interesting to incorporate the graph
aspect into our visualization as future work.

5.3.1.2 Description

This tool presents as many events as possible on one screen by representing the event stream
as a vertical sequence of small color-coded rectangles (Figure 5.14). They can be displayed
by event index or by time, so that the space between events corresponds to the amount of
time elapsed between them (Figure 5.13). These rectangles reveal additional information on
mouseover, as described below. The event that is moused over is highlighted in bold. The
rectangles can be filtered to display only a subset, as described below. The rectangles can
be plotted according to their index (default) or their timestamp (Figure 5.12). The color of
the event rectangle corresponds to the category of the corresponding action (Figure 5.15).
These events are shown in the Events window of the tool (Figure 5.14).

Using the default settings, approximately 60 events fit into the Events window at one
time when using the index scale and a window size that fits on standard 15-inch laptop full
screen windows. Fitting more events into the window at one time requires shrinking the
event rectangles, which makes them more difficult to moused over, but this can be done by
adjusting the range parameter to see more events at one time. For reference, the submission
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Figure 5.13: Examining event details with the events plotted by time instead of by index so
that the space between events corresponds to the time elapsed.

we spend the most time examining in this chapter has just under 3,000 events. The presence
of a small grey circle next to an event indicates that that event is annotated. The annotation
can be read by mousing over the event and looking at the data in the Event Details window.
Also in the Events window of the tool, adjacent to the vertical event stream column, is a
table, where each row corresponds to the adjacent event and each column to one of the
fields in the dataset. When an event involves one of the fields, there is another color-coded
rectangle in the entry corresponding to that event row and field column. The color of the
field rectangles correspond to the datatype of the field (Figure 5.15). The font of the field
labels shrinks when necessary to accommodate more fields in the table.

Upon mousing over an event, a set of details are displayed in an Event Details window.
The details presented are:
• Event ID: the index of the event in the entire event stream
• Display index: the index of the event in the currently displayed subset (which differs

from the above when a filter is applied)
• Sheet name: the current name of the sheet the event happened on (this changes when
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Figure 5.14: Examining event details in an unsegmented view of the event stream.

the user renames the sheet)
• Sheet index: the index of the sheet the event happened on (this is assigned upon sheet

creation and does not change throughout the life of the session)
• Sheet visit: the number of times the current sheet (identified by index) has been visited
• Total time elapsed (in minutes): minutes since the first event
• Time since last event (in minutes): minutes since the previous event
• Action: the action associated with the event
• Category: the category the action falls under (see Table 5.2)
• Annotations: from the annotations generated with the LogViewer tool, if there are any

annotations on the current event
• Screenshot: of the current state of the tool after the event, if available
As in the previous case study, we manually classified each of 424 low-level actions into

one of 15 categories. The category of each event is listed in Appendix C. This categorization
makes it easier to understand what an action accomplishes at a quick glance. Other work
on making sense of Tableau event logs by Heer, et al., took a similar approach, except they
only used five categories: ”shelf (add, remove, replace), data (bin, derive field), analysis
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Figure 5.15: The color legends for the event action categories and datatypes.

Figure 5.16: Examining a segmented view of the event stream along with segment properties.



CHAPTER 5. ANALYZING FULL ANNOTATED ACTIVITY 96

Figure 5.17: Applying a filter over the events to show only events on sheet indexed 9.

Figure 5.18: The result of the filter to show only events on the sheet with index 9.
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Category Description

edit-vis drag and drop fields onto shelves to create or modify a graph
annotate-vis add text, pointers, and other annotations to a graph
showme use the ShowMe tool to generate a desired graph type
adjust-aesthetics change colors, marks, or other stylistic elements of the graph
undo-or-redo undo or redo an
pan-zoom-highlight pan, zoom, or highlight a portion of a graph
filter filter the values of a field shown on a graph
sort sort the marks of a field shown on a graph or an axis
animate-vis use slideshow feature to show successive graphs over time
edit-datasource edit the datasource being analyzed in the intro menu
edit-field create a field or make changes to a field’s datatype
dashboard-or-story-op create or edit a dashboard or story
sheet-op create, delete, or copy a sheet
application-control open, save, or close workbook
unknown unknown action – could not reproduce

Table 5.3: Name and description of action categories used to classify each Tableau event
according to the action that triggered it.

(filter, sort), worksheet (add, delete, duplicate), and formatting (resize, style)” [61]. Their
parenthetical description of the categories more closely correspond to the categories we used,
which are listed in Table 5.3.

The tool provides a Parameters modal (Figure 5.12), which provides the following op-
tions:
• Select the data: specifies a submission as well as, optionally, a segmentation of that

submission
• Scale: whether the events in the events column should be spaced according to their

index or by timestamp
• range: the height in pixels of the area to map the rectangles are mapped to
• Max gap: when events are plotted by timestamp, the quantity in seconds to cap the

max gap in time, so that sessions with a day or more between event don’t result in an
extremely large gap in displayed events, which would require too much scrolling and/or
the shrinkage of event rectangles to fit
• Show LogViewer events only: display only events that were also shown by the LogViewer

tool (useful for understanding what participants saw when they made their annotations)
• Show segments: toggle the display of the segmentation of the data if one was provided

(described more below)
• Filter on event details: filter the displayed events according to the specified sheet name,

sheet index, action, or category
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If the “show segments” option is selected, the segments are shown in the event stream by
highlighting the background of every other segment’s event sets (Figure 5.16). An additional
window, Segment Metrics, is shown, that provides the following information about each
segment upon mouseover:
• Segment ID: the index of the current segment
• Max time gap (minutes): the largest gap between events in the segment in minutes
• Segmenter comments: any comments made by the segmenter about this segment
• Unique sheets count: the number of unique sheets visited in this segment
• Sheet visits count: the number of distinct sheet visits in this segment
• Action category plot: a bar chart showing the percent of events in each action category

present in the segment
• Category Herfindahl index: the Herfindahl index of the action category set (described

in Table 5.2)
• Fields overlap coefficient: the average overlap coefficient between the segment’s adjacent

event pairs’ field sets
• Field set Jaccard index: the median Jaccard index of the segment’s adjacent event pairs’

field sets (see Table 5.2)
• Fields accessed: the set of fields accessed in the segment

Two of the above metrics are worthy of further explanation. The first is the Herfindahl index
– this measure is used to describe how how “diverse” or conversely, how “concentrated” the
segment is with respect to different types of activities. The more different categories of
activities there are in a segment, the more diverse it is. Ideally segments would be formed in
such a way as to be dominated by one category of activity, because we are trying to group
similar activity to create the segments, which we can then describe in terms of the dominant
type of activity. The next metric to describe in more detail is the Jaccard index – we use
this metric to compare the similarity of two separate sets, rather than the similarity of types
within a set, as the previous metric does. The segmentation tool shows the median of the set
of Jaccard indices computed over all consecutive pairs of events in a segment – specifically
over the set of fields associated with each event.

We asked our collaborators to use this tool, along with instructions that we describe
below, to segment a single submission. We describe this in Section 5.3.3.

5.3.2 Participant Annotations

Participants’ annotations vary widely in style and quality. We initially hoped to use par-
ticipants’ annotations to segment their event logs, and wrote the annotation instructions
with this in mind. However, we were ultimately not able to use all of them to segment,
for several reasons: We found, via manual inspection, that the quality and quantity of an-
notations across and even within submissions is too inconsistent, We also later found, via
our own attempts to annotate and manually segment, that our annotation instructions were
difficult to objectively and consistently apply. Properties of the participant annotations are
presented in Table 5.4.
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Label Iteration Segmenter Number of Segments
A original collaborator 53
B original collaborator 73
C original participant 77
A’ first adjustment collaborator 49
B’ first adjustment collaborator 72
C’ first adjustment participant 82
A” second adjustment collaborator 58
B” second adjustment collaborator 70
C” second adjustment participant 76

Table 5.5: Labels for manual segmentations and their adjustments.

5.3.3 Manual Segmentations

We manually segmented several submissions, to obtain:
• First-hand experience with the segmentation process, to better understand what event

conditions should be considered to constitute a distinct segment of events
• Baseline segmentations to compare other segmentations against, and potential training

data to use to train a classifier to segment event data, if that turned out to make sense
to do

Our approach is as follows. Segmenters were instructed to manually inspect certain
submissions, which were chosen by an informal process for having reasonable amounts of
annotation and a middling number of events. They were instructed to manually inspect
the submission events and annotation using the segment visualization tool. They were
instructed to then segment the submission, and label the segments, according to the following
rules:
• Mark an event as the beginning of a new segment if one or more of the following is

true:
• It is the very first event in the sequence
• It marks the beginning of a sequence of events in which the dominant type of

activity is different from that of the sequence of events immediately prior (change
in activity)
• It marks the beginning of a sequence of events in which the subset of data involved

is different from the sequence of events immediately prior (change in data)
• It indicates creation of a new sheet, e.g., from scratch or via duplication of an

existing sheet (change of sheet) and/or it occurs after a temporal delay after the
previous event (gap in time)

• To label a segment:
• Describe the dominant type of activity
• Describe the data involved, if relevant
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• Describe the likely goal of the activity
For Submission 16, the participant did a particularly excellent job of following the annota-
tion instructions from the original assignment instructions. Namely, they prepended every
annotation with a description of their current task. Thus, we also generated a segmentation
from their annotation, by creating a new segment every time the task described in the anno-
tation differed from the previous annotation. For example, for their first task, the participant
prepended their annotations with “[3.1] Task: Hypothesis 1, Default rates did not substan-
tially vary over the three-year period. Subtask: Aggregate view” (emphasis ours). Then for
the second task, the participant changed the description prefix to “[3.1] Task: Hypothesis
1, Default rates did not substantially vary over the three-year period. Subtask: Distribution
view.” We mark the first event at which this change occurs as the start of a new segment.

5.3.3.1 Assessment

We assessed the manual segmentations to first understand the properties of their constituent
segments, and of the events that segmenters chose as segment boundaries, and second to
find out how much agreement there was between segmenters’ choices. For our assessment,
we chose to focus on a single submission that had both high-quality segmentations and an-
notations. The annotations were high-quality because they were very thorough and detailed
– it had the largest quantity of annotations of any submission – and because the partici-
pant followed our instructions closely in creating the annotations. The segmentations were
high-quality in that segmenters followed the same set of rules and provided commentary on
segment boundary explaining their choice and segment synopsis. Two diagrams of these
manual segmentations over the event stream, plotted by event index and by time respec-
tively, is shown in Figure 5.19. Each plot represents a different Segmentation And each
vertical line in the plots represents an event that was marked as the beginning of a segment.

Where applicable, we compared the manual segmentations to randomly-generated seg-
mentations. The randomly-generated segmentations have the same number of segments as
the corresponding manual segmentation that they are being compared to; they are generated
by randomly selecting event IDs without replacement, to be used as segment boundaries,
until the desired number of segments is reached. We later attempted to reconcile differences
by proposing adjustments, described at the end of this section. This manual assessment in-
formed the design of the heuristics we later created to automatically segment the submissions
(Section 5.3.4).

Questions investigated:
• What are the properties of the manual segmentations? E.g., number of sheet switches,

number of segments, length of segments, etc.
• How much agreement is there between the manual segmentations?
• What the types of and reasons for disagreements among human segmentations?

Properties of Manual Segmentations Here we present the properties of segments and
their boundaries for the manual segmentations of Submission 16. For comparison, we com-
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(a) Plotted by event index.

(b) Plotted by time.

Figure 5.19: Segment boundaries in each original manual segmentation, plotted by event
index and by time respectively, of Submission 16, which we focus on in detail in this section.
Each plot represents a different Segmentation And each vertical line in the plots represents
an event that was marked as the beginning of a segment. For the plots by time, pauses in
activity greater than one hour were clipped to one hour, for display purposes.
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Figure 5.20: An example diagram of our expectations regarding the manual versus random
segmentations. The events are color-coded by activity type, and the fields by datatype, and
events are shown spaced by the time that elapsed between them. The segment boundaries
are shown as a horizontal black line. We expect that compared to the randomly-generated
segmentations, manual segmenters will choose segment boundaries so as to group together
similar activities or activity categories, similar sets of fields, and events that are close in
time, more often.

pute the same properties over randomly-generated segmentations as well. The labels for the
segmentations are given in Table 5.5. The labels “A” and “B” refer to the manual segmen-
tations of Submission 16 created by our collaborators, as well as ten randomly-generated
segmentations for each group that are the same length as their corresponding manual seg-
mentation. The label “C” refers to the segmentation derived from the annotations of the
participant who created Submission 16, as well as ten same-length randomly-generated seg-
mentations. The randomly-generated segmentations for each Group A, B, and C have the
same number of segments as the corresponding manual segmentations that we are compar-
ing to, because many of the metrics we consider vary according to the number of segments.
Restricting the randomly-generated segmentations to have the same number of segments as
their corresponding manual segmentations provides a more fair comparison.

Figure 5.20 provides an example diagram of our expectations regarding the manual versus
random segmentations. This diagram is modeled after the display in the visualization tool
discussed in Section 5.3.1. As in the visualization tool, the events are color-coded by activity
type, and the fields by datatype, and events are shown spaced by the time that elapsed
between them. The segment boundaries are shown as a horizontal black line. We expect
that compared to the randomly-generated segmentations, manual segmenters will choose
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Figure 5.21: Sheet switches and segment boundaries: These figures show the percent of sheet
switches in the submission that occur at segment boundaries, as well as the percent of seg-
ment boundaries that occur at sheet switches. We would expect that manual segmentations
to have a higher percent of both than random segmentations and that is the case for all
comparison groups.

segment boundaries so as to group together similar activities or activity categories, similar
sets of fields, and events that are close in time, more often. The sheet the events occurred
on are not shown in the diagram, but we also expect that events that occur on the same
sheet will be more often grouped together than events on different sheets. The diagram
shows an example manual segment boundary occurring so as to achieve this similarity within
segments, whereas the randomly-placed segment boundary would be less likely to do so since
it is randomly chosen and not selected so as to group together similar activity.

The properties we consider are:
• Boundary properties: new sheet creations and sheet switches at segment boundaries

(Figures 5.21 and 5.22)
• Intra-segment properties: within each segment, the similarity of its events’ actions,

categories, fields, and sheets, and also the temporal proximity of pairs of adjacent events
(Figures 5.23, 5.24, 5.25, 5.26, and 5.27)
• Inter-segment properties: between pairs of adjacent segments, the similarity of their sets

of actions, categories, fields, and sheets, and also their temporal proximity (Figures 5.28
and 5.29)
• Segment length (Figure 5.30)
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Figure 5.22: New sheet creations and segment boundaries: These figures show the percent
of new sheet creations in the submission that occur at segment boundaries, as well as the
percent of segment boundaries that occur at new sheet creations. We would expect that
manual segmentations to have a higher percent of both than random segmentations and
that is the case for all comparison groups.

Expectations:

• Sheet or sheets: We expect that segment boundaries will often occur when the partic-
ipant switches sheets or creates a new sheet (Figures 5.21 and 5.22). We also expect
that the set of sheets will exhibit consistency within a segment and less overlap across
segments (Figure 5.28). We expect that there will be more sheet switches and new sheet
creations within the segments of random segmentations than for manual segmentations
(Figures 5.23 and 5.24).

• Sets of actions: We expect that within a segment, there should be a set of related
actions which predominate (Figure 5.25), and from segment to segment, the set of
actions should change, so that there is not much overlap between action sets from one
segment to the next (Figure 5.28).

• Sets of categories: Since actions are grouped into categories, we similarly expect a few
categories to dominate each segment (Figure 5.25) and for the set of categories from
segment to segment to not exhibit much overlap (Figure 5.28).
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Figure 5.23: Number of sheet switches within each segment: This figure shows the distri-
bution of the number of sheet switches within each segment. We would expect manual seg-
mentations to have fewer sheet switches within each segment, with sheet switches occurring
more often on segment boundaries (and these were not included as part of the within-segment
count). This is true for comparison Groups A and B but not C.

• Sets of fields: We would expect to make similar observations for sets of fields (Fig-
ure 5.26 and Figure 5.28) as for sets of actions and categories, except that not every
event has field data, whereas every event does have action and category data. However,
we don’t anticipate that this will have a large effect.

• Temporal proximity of events: Within segments, we expect events to be closer together
(Figure 5.27). We expect segment boundaries to occur when there is a large gap in time,
although there will not always be a large gap in time between segments (Figure 5.29).

• Segment length: The purpose of segmentation is to chunk the event stream into se-
quences of events that share something in common, such that they can be effectively
summarized. These chunk summaries can then serve as an overall summary of the event
stream. Therefore we expect that each segment should not be too small, otherwise it
would not summarize very many events (Figure 5.30).

To summarize our results, we discuss where our expectations were completely met, where
they were partially met, and where they were not met at all. As we show later, we tested a
subset of these findings – only some of them proved to be statistically significant, and none
of the property results were significant for all segmentations.
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Figure 5.24: Number of new sheets within each segment: This figure shows the distribution of
the number of new sheets created in each segment. We would expect manual segmentations
to have fewer new sheets created within each segment, because new sheet creations would
occur more often at segment boundaries (and these were not included as part of the within-
segment count). However, new sheet creations are rare enough that the median number of
new sheet creations for all segmentations is zero.

Our expectations were completely met regarding sheet switches and new sheet creations
at boundaries – manual segmentations are more likely to choose these as boundaries (Fig-
ure 5.21 and Figure 5.22). They were also met regarding the similarity of the field sets of
the events within each segment – manual segmentations’ segments have events that have
more similar field sets than segments from randomly-generated segmentations (Figure 5.26).
Lastly, they were also met regarding the similarity of the sets of actions, categories, and
sheets between pairs of adjacent segments – manual segmentations’ segments are more dis-
similar in these respects (Figure 5.28). The similarity of the sets of actions and sheets were
the most significant results.

Our expectations were met for comparison Groups A and B, but not for C (the annota-
tions derived from the participant), in the following cases: Between segments, field sets are
only more dissimilar across adjacent pairs of segments for manual segmentations as opposed
to random segmentations in Groups A and B (Figure 5.28). With respect to the amount of
time elapsed between segments, manual segmentations A and B exhibit greater median time
between segments than random segmentations, but C does not (Figure 5.29). This suggest
that in contrast to the work of Santos and Badre, in which they detect boundaries based on
pauses in user activity, pauses may not be a good indicator of segment boundaries for this
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Figure 5.25: Concentration of the distribution of actions and action categories within each
segment: This figure shows the distribution of the Herfindahl index of the action and category
sets, where a higher number means the set is dominated by fewer actions or categories,
respectively. We expected manual segmentations to have a higher Herfindahl index than
random; these results would seem to contradict that for all comparison groups, including
adjustments.

dataset [134].
There was ambiguous support for our expectation that manual segmentations’ segments

would contain fewer new sheet creations than those of random segmentations because the
median for all groups is zero (Figure 5.24). There was also ambiguous support for our
expectation that manual segmentations’ segments would contain fewer sheet switches than
those of random segmentations, with A having an equal median, B having a lower median,
and C having a greater median (Figure 5.23).

Our expectations did not hold for any comparison group with respect to the uniformity
of actions and categories within each segment – random segmentations appear to be more
uniform; we expected the opposite (Figure 5.25). They also did not hold for the median
number of seconds between pairs of adjacent events within each segment. It is greater for
manual segmentations’ segments than for random segmentations’ – we expected the opposite
because we thought the submission events would be “clumpy” and that the segments would
correspond to these clumps (Figure 5.27). We should note that Segmenter A was the only
segmentation to explicitly take time into account, and found that many events didn’t fit
well into segmentation rules by time, because often it seemed some events with large gaps
between them should be grouped together.
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Figure 5.26: Similarity of the fields sets within each segment: This figure shows the distri-
bution of the median Jaccard index (a measure of set similarity) of the field sets of each pair
of adjacent events in each segment. A higher Jaccard index means greater similarity. We
would expect manual segmentations to have higher similarity between the field sets of their
segments’ events. This is true for all comparison groups.

To test whether the property metric differences between the manual segmentations and
randomly-generated segmentations are significant, we applied Mood’s median test to the
datasets depicted in the figures listed in Table 5.6. We use Mood’s median test because
it does not rely on the assumption that the data is normally distributed (such as the two-
sample t-test or ANOVA), that there are no outliers (such as the Mann-Whitney test),
or that the two comparison datasets have similar variance (such as the Mann-Whitney or
Kruskal-Wallis H test) [100]. Moreover we are interested in comparing medians instead of
averages, since the average is sensitive to outliers, of which there are many, as shown in the
figures. The drawback of using Mood’s median test is that it is less powerful than many
other common tests, meaning that it is less able to detect actually false null hypotheses (e.g.,
it may report cases in which there is a significant difference between medians as having no
significant difference) [100]. One uncommon feature of the Mood’s median test is that it
is necessary to specify whether values equal to the median should be counted as less than,
equal to, or greater than the grand median. Different statistical packages and authors use
different defaults. We opted for the most neutral approach where values equal to the grand
median are ignored, though the alternative options, counting them as above or below the
grand median, yielded essentially the same results, with only slight differences in p-values.

For the significance threshold, it is common to use a cut-off of 0.05. However, performing
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Figure 5.27: Number of seconds elapsed between consecutive events within each segment:
This figure shows the distribution of the median number of seconds elapsed between consec-
utive pairs of events within each segment. We would expect that events within the segments
of manual segmentations would be closer together than for random segmentations, but this
is not the case for any of the comparison groups.

multiple comparisons, as we are, increases the likelihood of false discoveries, unless correc-
tions are made to this threshold [126]. False discoveries are findings that the null hypothesis
should be rejected when it is actually true, or in this case, that the medians of the manual
and randomly-generated segmentations are different when they are not. Thus, to adjust for
multiple comparisons and lower the false discovery rate, we applied the Bonferroni correc-
tion, which results in a threshold of 0.05/81 (the number of comparisons for this data, plus
the adjustments in the next section) [126]. The downside of using this correction is that
though it reduces the false discovery rate, this comes at the price of failing to find many of
the actually false null hypotheses (i.e., cases in which the medians truly are different).

Because the Bonferroni correction depends on the number of comparisons made, and
because of this trade-off between using a more stringent threshold to reduce false discoveries
at the expense of potentially missing true discoveries, we avoid making unnecessary com-
parisons. Specifically, we test only those properties in which the difference (or lack thereof)
between manual and randomly-generated segmentations is ambiguous. We did not test the
data in Figures 5.21 and 5.22, which show the percent of sheet switches and new sheets
that occur at segment boundaries and vice-versa, because of the clear differences between
the manual and randomly-generated segmentations in this case. We did not test the data



CHAPTER 5. ANALYZING FULL ANNOTATED ACTIVITY 111

Figure 5.28: Similarity between property sets in pairs of adjacent segments: This shows the
distribution of the median Jaccard index between pairs of adjacent segments’ sets of actions,
categories, fields, or sheets. We would expect the Jaccard index, and thus the similarity,
between segments in manual segmentations to be lower than for random segmentations.
This is true for all properties in all comparison groups except for Group C’s fields.

in Figure 5.24, the number of new sheets created within each segment, because new sheet
creations are so infrequent relative to the number of events and segments that the medians
in all cases are zero, with an interquartile range of zero, and outliers only above the median.
Given these distributions, the medians of the manual and randomly-generated segmenta-
tions are not likely to be truly different. Lastly, we did not test the data in Figure 5.27, the
seconds between events within each segment, because the relationship between the medians
were opposite to what we expected, and it is unclear how to incorporate this fact into a
segmentation heuristic even if the difference is significant.

Table 5.6 lists the results of applying Mood’s median test for the subset of properties we
chose to compare, with respect to both the standard and the adjusted significance thresholds.
Both are shown so that the impact of using the lowered threshold can be seen. As we
are interested in what characteristics or properties shown in the graphs constitute good
segment boundary indications, we focus on the properties for which the difference between
the medians of the manual and randomly-generated segmentations are significant across all
segmentation groups (A, B, and C). We find that only the results for the similarity of actions
between adjacent segments, and the similarity of sheets between adjacent segments, both
shown in Figure 5.28, indicate a significant difference between more than one of the manual
segmentations and their corresponding random counterpart. The similarity of sheets between



CHAPTER 5. ANALYZING FULL ANNOTATED ACTIVITY 112

Figure 5.29: Number of seconds elapsed between consecutive segments: This figure shows
the distribution of the number of seconds between adjacent pairs of segments in each seg-
mentation. We would expect that the gap between segments in manual segmentations is
greater than for random segmentations. This is true for comparison Groups A and B but
not C.

adjacent segments is significant for all segmentations at the higher threshold, however. This,
combined with the results of Figures 5.21 and 5.22, indicates that sheet switches are a
promising indication that a new task has been started, and that a new segment should thus
be created.

The distribution of segment lengths is presented in Figure 5.30. There are 2799 events
in total in this submission, so if the segmentations each divided these into exactly equal-
sized segments, they would each be 36-53 events in length, varying by group, depending on
the number of segments created. Manual and random segments both tend to be shorter
than this, with outliers on the long side, though the random segmentations are closer to the
number expected if they were exactly uniformly divided. This information provides context
for the other properties, because more short segments are usually more similar internally
than fewer long segments.

Agreement Between Manual Segmentations After considering the above properties
of manual segmentations, we next ask how much agreement there is between them, to see
if human judges apply similar principles when grouping consecutive sequences of events to
summarize. These results are show in Figure 5.31.
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Figure Description Segmentation p-value Cut-off
5.23 number of sheet switches within each segment A 9.87E-01
5.23 number of sheet switches within each segment B 6.98E-04 *
5.23 number of sheet switches within each segment C 2.30E-01
5.25 similarity of actions within each segment A 4.26E-02 *
5.25 similarity of actions within each segment B 8.57E-02
5.25 similarity of actions within each segment C 1.51E-01
5.25 similarity of categories within each segment A 8.38E-02
5.25 similarity of categories within each segment B 2.57E-01
5.25 similarity of categories within each segment C 3.36E-04 **
5.26 similarity of fields within each segment A 7.32E-01
5.26 similarity of fields within each segment B 2.84E-01
5.26 similarity of fields within each segment C 8.45E-01
5.28 similarity of fields between adjacent segments A 2.14E-04 **
5.28 similarity of fields between adjacent segments B 9.29E-02
5.28 similarity of fields between adjacent segments C 3.19E-01
5.28 similarity of actions between adjacent segments A 6.45E-06 **
5.28 similarity of actions between adjacent segments B 2.10E-15 **
5.28 similarity of actions between adjacent segments C 2.37E-01
5.28 similarity of categories between adjacent segments A 2.28E-02 *
5.28 similarity of categories between adjacent segments B 6.27E-09 **
5.28 similarity of categories between adjacent segments C 9.64E-02
5.28 similarity of sheets between adjacent segments A 1.23E-02 *
5.28 similarity of sheets between adjacent segments B 1.02E-08 **
5.28 similarity of sheets between adjacent segments C 1.72E-04 **
5.29 time between adjacent segments A 1.95E-02 *
5.29 time between adjacent segments B 2.71E-01
5.29 time between adjacent segments C 9.22E-01

Table 5.6: Significance of differences between manual and randomly-generated segmenta-
tions: P-values resulting from Mood’s median test of the difference between medians for
select figures in this section. P-values with one star are less than the cut-off α = 0.05 and
those with two stars are less than the cut-off of α = 0.05/81, which is the cut-off used after
applying the Bonferroni correction for multiple comparisons for the comparisons shown in
this table, plus those of the adjustments discussed in the next section.
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Figure 5.30: Segment lengths: This figure shows the distribution of lengths of segments for
the segmentations in each of the comparison groups. Manual and random segmentations
are shown for comparison. In this submission, if the segmentations each divided these into
exactly equal-sized segments, they would each be 36-53 events in length (varying by group,
depending on the number of segments created). Manual and random segments both tend to
be shorter than this.

To assess agreement as shown in Figure 5.31, for each pair of segmentations, we com-
puted:
• The number and percent of segment boundaries in the first segmentation that are not

present within k events of the second
• The median number of seconds from each segment boundary of the first segmentation

to the closest segment boundary of the second
• The WindowDiff between each pair of segmentations – WindowDiff is a metric designed

to penalize near-misses less than pure false positives and pure false negatives [121]
• The Jaccard index between each pair of segmentations’ segment boundaries sets

The metrics listed in the first two items are not symmetric between pairs, while the last three
are. Moreover, the metrics in the first two items improve as the number of segments on one
side of the comparison increases, while that is not true for the latter. For the comparison
between randomly-generated segmentations and manual segmentations, we take the median
value of the comparison between each manual segmentation and all ten randomly-generated
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Figure 5.31: Comparison of segment boundaries between pairs of segmentations: In all
cases, the manual segmentations are more similar to one another than they are to randomly-
generated segmentations. The heatmaps, left to right and top to bottom, are (a) the number
of segment boundaries that are in the column segmentation but not the row segmentation,
(b) the median number of seconds from each segment boundary of the first segmentation to
the closest segment boundary of the second, (c) the percent of segment boundaries in the
column segmentation but not the row segmentation, (d) the same as (c) except counting
matches as those within plus or minus four events, (e) the WindowDiff between pairs of
segmentations, and (f) the Jaccard index between pairs of segmentations’ boundary sets.
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segmentations of the same length.
When considering the number and percent of exact matches in choice of segment bound-

aries, there appears to be much disagreement between segmenters. For each pair of segmen-
tations, the percent of boundaries present in one that are not present in the other ranges from
60-81%. However, segmenters’ reasoning seems more aligned when considering other metrics,
as well as comparison to randomly-generated segmentations. In all cases at least, the man-
ual segmentations are more similar to one another than they are to the randomly-generated
segmentations.

5.3.3.2 Adjustments

In this section we describe some corrections we made to the manual segmentations to try to
correct where the segmentation rules may have been inconsistently applied.

Sources of Disagreement and Adjustments Made We manually inspected the seg-
mentations to identify possible reasons for disagreement between them, and then reconcile
these differences where possible, by making adjustments. We combined the lists of event
IDs that denote the beginning of each segment from each manual Segmentation A, B, and
C, into a spreadsheet. To this list of event IDs, we later added all the event IDs chosen as
segment boundaries by the heuristics, described in Section 5.3.4. We then iteratively exam-
ined each of these event IDs as possible segment boundaries. We identified several sources
of disagreement between segmentations in their choice of segment boundaries, though we
did not attempt to classify all instances of disagreement. We attempted to reconcile some
of the disagreement between, or inconsistency within, some of the choices of event IDs, by
proposing specific adjustments to add, remove, or change event IDs. Below we describe the
sources of disagreement that resulted in adjustments. We created two sets of adjustments:

• Adjustment 1: We applied the adjustments for the differences described in items 1-
3a below, yielding segmentations A’, B’, C’. These correspond to the more subjective
adjustments.

• Adjustment 2: We applied all of the adjustments below to obtain segmentations A”,
B”, and C”. This subsumes all of the adjustments in 1 and includes more.

The sources of disagreement were as follows:
Mistakes: To denote segment boundaries, segmenters seemed to, on occasion, accidentally
mark down a different event than they intended, or to be inconsistent in the convention they
used for denoting boundaries. There are three types of mistakes we observed:

• Marked end not beginning of segment: One segmenter alternated between marking the
the end of a segment versus marking the beginning of a segment to denote segment
boundaries, making comments like “finished that hypothesis” in the former case, versus
“starting a new hypothesis” in the latter. For consistency, we adjusted all of the
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segmentations so that each segment is denoted by its first event, rather than by the
previous segment?s last event.

• Off-by-N event index: Segmenters occasionally wrote down an event index that seemed
to be slightly off from the index they seem to have intended, based on their accom-
panying comment. For example, the segmenter might have written down event 876 as
the start of a new segment, along with a comment like “new dashboard”, when in the
actual event stream, is was event 873, three events prior, that marked the beginning of
that sequence of dashboarding activity, starting with the creation of a new dashboard.
In these cases, we adjusted the event index to match the commentary.

• Typo: One segmenter was prone to making what we think are typos due to copy-paste
errors. The segmentation of segmenter C, the study participant, was derived from their
assignment annotation post-facto, rather than via the same segmentation instructions
given to the other segmenters. In creating their annotations, the participant followed
our instructions, which asked that they prefix every comment on the same segment
with the same description, so that we could use the description prefix to segment. Be-
cause these descriptions tended to be long, and because it had to be re-entered with
every comment, it makes sense that participants would copy and paste the description
when adding a comment to a segment. It was clear from context, such as the actions
performed, the current sheet, and the content of their comments, that in several cases
the participant copied and pasted the wrong segment description, inadvertently mark-
ing it as a new segment. We corrected this by using the segment description it seemed
they must have intended.

LogViewer: As mentioned, the segmentation of segmenter C, the study participant, was
derived from their assignment annotation post-facto, rather than via the same segmentation
instructions given to the other segmenters. Participants used the Tableau research tool called
LogViewer (described in Section 5.2.3) to annotate their logs, and their segmentations are
derived from these annotations. We observed two types of issues arising from this:

• Not shown by LogViewer: LogViewer does not show all events, so participants cannot
access and therefore cannot have marked these not-shown events as the start of a new
segment. This causes discrepancies between the participant’s segmentation and our
other segmentations, because the other segmenters did consider the complete event
sequence. The discrepancies are especially apparent for dashboard editing and data
editing sequences, as these were most consistently omitted from LogViewer. For exam-
ple, segmentations A and B both designate the first several events as being part of a
data editing segment, but because most of these events were not shown by LogViewer,
the participant did not identify this segment.

• Faulty annotation leading to faulty segmentation: In addition to affecting the par-
ticipant’s segmentations, LogViewer’s not showing all events also could have caused
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problems if the other segmenters used the participant’s comments to guide their own
segmentation. In fact we did see this in one instance.

Segmentation rule ambiguity: The segmentation rules we suggested were not complete
enough to determine how to decide in every case whether an event should be considered the
start of a new segment. For example: sometimes the participant would create a new sheet,
but then immediately switch back to what they were doing before on the previous sheet for
several consecutive events. The rules say to segment on sheet switch, which implies that a
new segment should be marked when the new sheet was created. However, the rules also
say to group together like activity on the same sheet, which suggests that a new segment
should not be created, since the participant didn’t really change what they were doing and
only spent one event out of a long sequence on a different sheet. It is often difficult to know
how to break up certain sequences of sheet switches and activities, because it can be difficult
to understand what the participant’s goal was. We suspect that even if we did, there could
still be legitimate differences of opinion on how to segment. Thus, we are not able to as
objectively resolve all of these differences as we could in the above cases. Of all these more
subjective cases, we addressed three:

• Copy of copy-paste sequence: This is one exception in terms of objectivity – we dictate
that for consistency, when there is a sequence of sheet copy-paste events (e.g., create
new sheet that is a copy of an previous sheet) that everyone agrees indicates a segment
boundary, the paste event should be marked rather than the copy event, for consistency.

• Missed sheet switch: The segmentation instructions we gave stipulated that segmenters
should consider creating a new segment when the sheet being worked on changed; how-
ever, if a new segment were created every time, there would be far too many segments
(almost 300). So whether a sheet switch warrants a new segment is a judgment call,
barring the development of a more specific segmentation strategy. We added segment
boundaries upon missed sheet switches according to our judgment.

• Segment too small: An important characteristic of a segmentation is granularity –
what size should segments be? There is a trade-off. More, finer-grained segments will
summarize fewer events, possibly allowing more internally homogeneous segments and
more accurate summary descriptions; however, will result in more segments, possi-
bly becoming too long to be an effective summary. Fewer, coarser-grained segments
will summarize more events, providing more condensed overviews of the event stream,
but the segments may not be as accurately described. Although our segmentation
instructions did not specify anything about segmentation length explicitly, it could be
argued that in some cases, having very short segments is not an effective summarizing
strategy, because short segments summarize fewer events, which might be more appro-
priately summarized as part of a larger group of adjacent events. We removed segment
boundaries that led to segments that were too short according to our judgment.
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(a) Type and number of adjustments. (b) Reason for the adjustments.

Figure 5.32: First adjustments to the original manual segmentations.

(a) Type and number of adjustments. (b) Reason for the adjustments.

Figure 5.33: Second adjustments to the original manual segmentations.

The number of and reasons for adjustments made for each of A, B, and C are summarized
in Figures 5.32 - 5.33.

Properties of Adjustments The properties of the adjusted segmentations, shown in
Figures 5.34 - 5.42, are similar to those of the original segmentations. The adjustments are
mostly a slight improvement with respect to our expectations, though the second adjustment
is sometimes worse than the first (e.g., Figures 5.41 fields). Where our expectations were met
or mostly met before, the adjustments are either about the same, or improve in the direction
of becoming more in line with our expectations (Figures 5.36, 5.37, 5.39, 5.41 fields, actions,
and sheets, and 5.42). This is true for Segmentation C’s inter-segment field sets, though the
median only improves to being equal (Figure 5.41). The adjustments to Segmentation C
mainly correct for idiosyncrasies and errors in that segmentation that were due to the use of
LogViewer. Where our expectations were invalidated before, however, they are even more
so by the adjustments (Figure 5.38 and Figure 5.40). The adjustments move in the direction
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Figure 5.34: Sheet switches and segment boundaries: These figures show the percent of sheet
switches in the submission that occur at segment boundaries, as well as the percent of seg-
ment boundaries that occur at sheet switches. We would expect that manual segmentations
to have a higher percent of both than random segmentations and that is the case for all
comparison groups, with the proportion increasing in the adjusted segmentations.

opposite our expectations in one case, and this is for the adjustments for Segmentation C’s
inter-segment categories (5.41 categories). These results are summarized in Table 5.7.

Agreement Between Adjustments As intended, the adjustments brought the segmen-
tations more in line with one another than before. The Adjustment 1 segmentations are more
similar to one another than to the random segmentations or than the random segmentations
are to each other, with the exception of Segmentation C’ and has tended to violate our ex-
pectations in our analysis thus far. The Adjustment 2 segmentations are more similar to one
another than to the random segmentations or than the random segmentations are to each
other. This combined with the previous graph suggests we should perhaps use Adjustment 2
instead of Adjustment 1, which is contrary to what other figures suggested. The Adjustment
1 segmentations are also preferable because they involve fewer changes to the originals.

As in the last section, we again test whether the property metric differences between
the adjusted segmentations and randomly-generated segmentations are significant. To do
this, we again applied Mood’s median test to the equivalent adjusted datasets, using the
same parameters as before (ignoring values equal to the grand median), and again used a
threshold of 0.05/81, the cut-off used after applying the Bonferroni correction for multiple
comparisons [100, 126]. Table 5.8 lists the results. The only notable difference is that after
the second adjustment, all of the adjusted segmentations are significantly different from the
randomly generated segmentations in terms of the similarity of the sheets between adjacent
segments (Figure 5.41).
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Figure Property Segment-
ation

p-value Significant Segment-
ation

p-value Significant

5.36 sheet switches A’ 5.97E-01 A” 8.11E-01
5.36 sheet switches B’ 1.63E-02 * B” 2.36E-01
5.36 sheet switches C’ 7.68E-01 C” 8.95E-01
5.38 actions A’ 6.99E-03 * A” 5.76E-04 **
5.38 actions B’ 9.44E-03 * B” 3.94E-03 *
5.38 actions C’ 1.97E-04 ** C” 2.63E-03 *
5.38 categories A’ 7.43E-02 A” 1.92E-02 *
5.38 categories B’ 1.74E-01 B” 5.30E-03 *
5.38 categories C’ 7.83E-04 * C” 5.66E-03 *
5.39 fields A’ 8.80E-01 A” 7.12E-01
5.39 fields B’ 3.33E-01 B” 4.49E-01
5.39 fields C’ 2.09E-01 C” 2.90E-02 *
5.41 fields A’ 1.15E-03 * A” 1.42E-01
5.41 fields B’ 3.08E-01 B” 2.96E-01
5.41 fields C’ 7.54E-01 C” 9.54E-01
5.41 actions A’ 1.04E-03 * A” 1.35E-02 *
5.41 actions B’ 1.62E-16 ** B” 3.64E-09 **
5.41 actions C’ 5.88E-01 C” 8.09E-01
5.41 categories A’ 4.81E-02 * A” 8.35E-01
5.41 categories B’ 1.16E-07 ** B” 1.32E-03 *
5.41 categories C’ 6.77E-01 C” 2.99E-01
5.41 sheets A’ 1.86E-03 * A” 4.07E-05 **
5.41 sheets B’ 4.59E-08 ** B” 2.43E-06 **
5.41 sheets C’ 1.90E-07 ** C” 4.68E-04 **
5.42 time A’ 5.22E-03 * A” 2.14E-03 *
5.42 time B’ 5.16E-01 B” 2.03E-01
5.42 time C’ 3.46E-01 C” 2.72E-02 *

Table 5.8: Significance of differences between adjusted and randomly-generated segmenta-
tions: P-values resulting from Mood’s median test of the difference between medians for
select figures in this section. P-values with one star are less than the cut-off α = 0.05 and
those with two stars are less than the cut-off of α = 0.05/81, which is the cut-off used after
applying the Bonferroni correction for multiple comparisons.
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’

Figure 5.35: New sheet creations and segment boundaries: These figures show the percent
of new sheet creations in the submission that occur at segment boundaries, as well as the
percent of segment boundaries that occur at new sheet creations. We would expect manual
segmentations to have a higher percent of both than random segmentations and that is the
case for all comparison groups. The proportion increases in the adjustments for all segmen-
tations, with the exception of Adjustment 2 for Segmentation B , resulting in segmentation
H. Likely, removing segment boundaries to eliminate segments that were deemed to be too
short is the reason why.

5.3.4 Segmentation Heuristics

The patterns observed in the manual segmentation and adjustments properties suggest some
possible segmentation heuristics. The greatest difference between manual segmentations
and random segmentations is in the proportion of segment boundaries that occur at new
sheet creations and sheet switches, as well as the proportion of these that occur at segment
boundaries.

With respect to the set of sheets visited across pairs of adjacent segments, the differences
between the manual and adjusted segmentations, and their random counterparts, were sig-
nificant for more segmentation groups at the more stringent significance threshold than was
the case for any other property. Moreover, identifying sheet switches and new sheet creations
is easy. Thus, these are good candidate indicators to use in a segmentation heuristic.

For some reason that we have yet to determine, the concentration of actions and categories
within segments from manual segmentations were not higher than for segments from random
segmentations. However, it is mostly true that the set of actions and categories of consecutive
segments in manual segmentations tend to differ more than in random segmentations. This
suggests that the action or category concentration of a set of consecutive events is perhaps
not a good indicator of when to segment.
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Figure 5.36: Distribution of the number of sheet switches within each segment: We expected
manual segmentations to have fewer sheet switches within each segment, with sheet switches
occurring more often on segment boundaries (these were not included as part of the within-
segment count). This is true for all B (B, B’, and B”), for adjusted A (A’ and A”), but not
for any C (C, C’, and C”).
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Figure 5.37: Distribution of the number of new sheets within each segment: We expected
manual segmentations to have fewer new sheets created within each segment, because new
sheet creations would occur more often at segment boundaries (these were not included as
part of the within-segment count). However, new sheet creations are infrequent enough that
the median number of new sheet creations for all segmentations is zero.
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Figure 5.38: Concentration of the distribution of actions and action categories within each
segment: This figure shows the distribution of the Herfindahl index of the action and category
sets. A higher number means the set is dominated by fewer actions or categories, respectively.
We expected manual segmentations to have a higher Herfindahl index than random; these
results would seem to contradict that for all comparison groups.
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Figure 5.39: Similarity of the fields sets within each segment: This figure shows the distri-
bution of the median Jaccard index (a measure of set similarity) of the field sets of each pair
of adjacent events in each segment. A higher Jaccard index means greater similarity. We
would expect manual segmentations to have higher similarity between the field sets of their
segments’ events. This is true for all segmentations.
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Figure 5.40: Number of seconds elapsed between consecutive events within each segment:
This figure shows the distribution of the median number of seconds elapsed between consec-
utive pairs of events within each segment. We would expect that events within the segments
of manual segmentations would be closer together than for random segmentations, but this
is not the case for any of the comparison groups, nor the adjustments.
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Figure 5.41: Similarity between property sets in pairs of adjacent segments: This shows the
distribution of the median Jaccard index between pairs of adjacent segments’ sets of actions,
categories, fields, or sheets. We would expect it to be lower for manual than for random
segmentations. Earlier we saw that is true for all properties in all comparison groups except
for Group C’s fields. Now, we see that it is true for all properties for Adjustment 1, showing
an improvement. However, surprisingly, Adjustment 2 are in some cases are even worse than
the original. This suggests we may want to reject these and possibly remove the reasons for
making them from our segmentation strategy.
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Figure 5.42: Distribution of the number of seconds elapsed between consecutive segments:
We would expect that the gap between segments in manual segmentations is greater than
for random segmentations. This is true for all segmentations in the figure except the original
participant’s segmentation, C, which as we’ve said, was created in a different way, impor-
tantly, lacking a view of the complete event sequence.
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Figure 5.43: Similarity in choice of segment boundaries between each pair of segmentations:
The segmentations compared here are the segmentations derived from Adjustment 1, along
with randomly-generated segmentations of the same length, for comparison. The Adjustment
1 segmentations are more similar to one another than to the random segmentations or than
the random segmentations are to each other, with the exception of Segmentation C’.
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Figure 5.44: Similarity in choice of segment boundaries between each pair of segmentations:
The segmentations compared here are the segmentations derived from Adjustment 2, along
with randomly-generated segmentations of the same length, for comparison. The Adjustment
2 segmentations are more similar to one another than to the random segmentations or than
the random segmentations are to each other. This combined with the previous graph suggests
we should perhaps use Adjustment 2 instead of Adjustment 1, which is contrary to what
other figures suggested.
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Within segments in manual segmentations, the field sets of consecutive events tend to
be more similar than within segments in random segmentations. Also, the field sets of
consecutive segments in manual segmentations tend to be more different than the field sets
of consecutive segments in random segmentations. Thus, field set similarity could be a good
indicator to use to segment.

For reasons that we do not yet understand, the amount of time elapsed between events
within segments in manual segmentations tends to be higher than for random segmentations,
while at the same time, the amount of time elapsed between segments in manual segmen-
tations is higher than for those in random segmentations. The former suggests that time is
perhaps not a reliable indicator of when to segment, though the latter suggests that it is.

Given these results, we decided to first focus on sheet switches, which subsume new sheet
creations, as the basic indicator to use in our first pass heuristics. The simplest approach
would be to designate every sheet switch as a segment boundary. However, there are too
many such occurrences. There are about 300 sheet switches, in contrast to at most around
80 segments in the manual segmentations. Which sheet switches should we omit? In our
manual inspection of the submission and segmentations, we noticed two types of behavior
that suggest which might be safely omitted:

1. Switching to a sheet then switching back to the previous sheet after only one or a few
events: This happens, for example, when the user is about to start a new task but
then remembers something they forgot to do on a previous sheet.

2. Spending only a short amount of time (one to a few events) on a sheet before continuing
to the next, for several sequences of sheet switches: This happens, for example, when
the user is making some change in common to a number of sheets, such as adjusting all
the colors to fit with a common color scheme when they’ve finished with their analysis

We created three classes of sheet-switch heuristics based on these observations. The first
heuristic is the simplest, segmenting at almost every sheet switch. The second heuristic
accounts for the first observation just described and ignores the switch-backs. The third
heuristic accounts for both observations just described and ignores switch-backs and se-
quences of short runs. We anticipate the third heuristic will perform the best, given our
observations. The precise heuristic definitions are given in the next section.

5.3.4.1 Definitions

In this section, we provide the heuristic definitions. The definitions include the notion of
qualified events. Qualified events are those which are specific to a sheet, rather than being a
general application-level event, like “save workbook.” Almost all events are qualified events.
The list of unqualified events is given in Listing 5.3.
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Listing 5.3: Heuristic parameters.

unqualified = [

"tabui:switch -to -document",

"tabui:save -as -workbook",

"tabui:rename -sheet -ui"

]

qualified_events = [e for e in events if e.action.name not in

unqualified]

m in {1,2,3,4}

Each heuristic starts by grouping the event sequence into consecutive subsequences ac-
cording to the sheet the event occurred on. We call these subsequences runs, and the heuris-
tics consider the length of these runs when deciding whether to segment at the beginning of
them. The heuristics are then as follows.
• Heuristic-1-m: Segment at the beginning of every run that contains at least m events.
• Heuristic-2-m: Same as Heuristic-1, but also exclude switch backs from segment

boundaries. In other words, segment at every change in sheet ID, unless the change
does not persist for m or more events i.e., the sheet ID switches back to the previous
ID in less than m events.
• Heuristic-3-m: Same as Heuristic-2, but also segment at the first run less than m in

length if it is the beginning of a sequence of runs less than m in length. That is, segment
at every change in sheet ID, unless the ID sequence lasts for less than m events and was
preceded by a sequence that lasted for less than m events.
• Heuristic-kq-m: Same as heuristic-k, except only count qualified events when tallying

the run length.
Table 5.9 gives an example of where these heuristics would segment on a hypothetical se-
quence of qualified events.

5.3.4.2 Properties

We choose four heuristics to analyze further for the following reasons:
• Heuristic-2-4: This segmentation (99 segments) was most closely matched to the most

segmentations as judged by the WindowDiff metric.
• Heuristic-2q-4: This segmentation (95 segments) was second most closely matched by

WindowDiff and fewest segments.
• Heuristic-3q-4: This segmentation (123 segments) was generated by the heuristic we

thought would do best.
• Heuristic-1q-4: This segmentation (115 segments) was the best Heuristic-1 perfor-

mance.
The heuristics exhibit the similar qualities as the manual segmentations and their ad-

justments. These are shown in Figures 5.45 - 5.53. These results differ from the manual
segmentations and adjustments in only a few cases: With respect to the intra-segment field
sets, the two best heuristic segmentations, Heuristic-2-4 and Heuristic-2q-4, have the
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Figure 5.45: Sheet switches and segment boundaries: These figures show the percent of
sheet switches in the submission that occur at segment boundaries, as well as the percent of
segment boundaries that occur at sheet switches. Because the heuristic segmentations only
considered sheet switches as potential segment boundaries, the numbers in both cases are
high, as expected.

Figure 5.46: New sheet creations and segment boundaries: These figures show the percent of
sheet switches in the submission that occur at segment boundaries, as well as the percent of
segment boundaries that occur at sheet switches. Because the heuristic segmentations only
considered sheet switches as potential segment boundaries, the numbers in both cases are
high, as expected.
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Figure 5.47: Number of sheet switches within each segment: This figure shows the distri-
bution of the number of sheet switches within each segment. Because the heuristic segmen-
tations based segment boundaries on sheet switches, there are much fewer sheet switches
within heuristic segments, as expected.
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Figure 5.48: Number of new sheets within each segment: This figure shows the distribution
of the number of new sheets created in each segment. As we saw for manual segmentations,
here again new sheet creations are rare enough that the median number of new sheet creations
for all segmentations is zero.
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Figure 5.49: Concentration of the distribution of actions and action categories within each
segment: This figure shows the distribution of the Herfindahl index of the action and category
sets, where a higher number means the set is dominated by fewer actions or categories,
respectively. Like the manual segmentations, the heuristics have lower Herfindahl index
than the random segmentations. This is not surprising because the heuristics do not take
action or category into account.
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Figure 5.50: Similarity of the fields sets within each segment: This figure shows the distribu-
tion of the median Jaccard index (a measure of set similarity) of the field sets of each pair of
adjacent events in each segment. A higher Jaccard index means greater similarity. Manual
segmentations displayed higher similarity in this respect than random segmentations, but
for heuristics that is only true for two, whereas the other two are similar to the random
segmentations.
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Figure 5.51: Number of seconds elapsed between consecutive events within each segment:
This figure shows the distribution of the median number of seconds elapsed between con-
secutive pairs of events within each segment. Like with the manual segmentations, the time
between events within the segments of the heuristic segmentations is greater than for those
of the random segmentations, for some reason we don’t yet understand.
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Figure 5.52: Similarity between property sets in pairs of adjacent segments: This shows the
distribution of the median Jaccard index between pairs of adjacent segments’ sets of actions,
categories, fields, or sheets. We expected the Jaccard index, and thus the similarity, between
segments in manual segmentations to be lower than for random segmentations and that was
true. It is also true for heuristic segmentations, even though the heuristics only explicitly
considered sheet switches.
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Figure 5.53: Number of seconds elapsed between consecutive segments: This figure shows
the distribution of the number of seconds between adjacent pairs of segments in each seg-
mentation. As with the manual segmentations, the gap between segments in the heuristic
segmentations is bigger than those for random segmentations.
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event ID sheet ID run len Heuristic-1-4 Heuristic-2-4 Heuristic-3-4
0 1 5 1 1 1
1 1 - 1 1 1
2 1 - 1 1 1
3 1 - 1 1 1
4 1 - 1 1 1
5 2 2 1 1 1
6 2 - 1 1 1
7 1 5 2 1 1
8 1 - 2 1 1
9 1 - 2 1 1
10 1 - 2 1 1
11 1 - 2 1 1
12 3 2 2 1 2
13 3 - 2 1 2
14 4 2 2 1 2
15 4 - 2 1 2
16 5 3 2 1 2
17 5 - 2 1 2
18 5 - 2 1 2
19 6 6 3 2 3
20 6 - 3 2 3
21 6 - 3 2 3
22 6 - 3 2 3
23 6 - 3 2 3
24 6 - 3 2 3

Table 5.9: Example segmentations for each class of heuristic, assuming all events are qual-
ified, using an m cut-off of 4. The heuristic columns list the segment ID assigned by that
heuristic.

a higher median than their corresponding random segmentations, whereas the other two
had the same median (Figure 5.50). With respect to intra-segment sheet switches, they all
meet expectations, which is perhaps to be expected because the heuristic is based on sheet
switches (Figure 5.47). The heuristics consistently meet expectations with respect to the
boundary (Figures 5.45 - 5.46) and inter-segment properties (Figures 5.52 - 5.53).

5.3.4.3 Comparison with Manual Segmentations

Before comparing the agreement of the heuristic segmentations with the manual segmen-
tations and adjustments, note that maximum agreement we can expect is bounded by the
number of segment boundaries in the manual segmentations and adjustments that occur at
sheet switches. This ranges from about 62% to 95%. Moreover, the proportion of segment
boundaries that are in one manual segmentation but not another ranges to just over 80%.
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Given this level of disagreement among some of the manual segmentations, we should not
expect the heuristic segmentations to attain good agreement with all of the segmentations.

Figures 5.54 - 5.56 show the agreement between the heuristics and the original manual
segmentations, and the first and second adjustments, respectively.

Figure 5.54 shows that when measured by WindowDiff, the agreement between the heuris-
tics and the original segmentations is not as close as the agreement among the original seg-
mentations. The heuristics are still more in agreement with the original segmentations than
they are to the randomly-generated segmentations that are of equal length to the heuristics.
But the heuristics are only very slightly more in agreement with some of the manual seg-
mentations than the manual segmentations are to their corresponding randomly-generated
segmentations; i.e., A (random) - C (random).

These observations are not all true for all metrics. For the Jaccard index, and the number
and percent of segment matches, the heuristics are more in agreement with the manual
segmentations than either of them are with the randomly-generated segmentations. For the
time distance, the heuristics are more in agreement with the manual segmentations than
the random segmentations only when considering comparing the distance from the manual
segments to the heuristic segments but not vice-versa.

The difference between metrics is in part because the WindowDiff result does not im-
prove when there is a difference in total number of segments between the two comparison
segmentations. For the other metrics, however, a heuristic segmentation with more segments
should tend to get a better result when compared with the manual segmentation, because
having more segments means they are more likely to overlap with the manual segmentations’
segments.

In all metrics, the heuristics are more similar to one another than they are to the manual
segmentations.

The agreement between the heuristics and the adjustments to the original segmentations
follow the same general patterns described above, as shown in Figure 5.55 and Figure 5.56.
In terms of WindowDiff, the first adjustment shows only slightly better agreement and the
second adjustment shows even more. In terms of the other metrics, however, the adjustments
show substantially more agreement than the original segmentations.

Of the instances where all of the heuristics created a segment but none of the manual
segmenters do, 75% are dashboarding segments. Transitions in dashboarding activity are
easy to overlook, because the augmented Tableau logs did not include much information
about dashboarding actions beyond the sheet name. Moreover, segmenters seemed to group
dashboarding activity all together, even if it occurred on different sheets. There is only one
instance in which all the manual segmenters made a segment and none of the heuristics did,
and that was when a new sheet was created in the middle of a dashboarding sequence, but
no other events were done on that sheet at that time. The two segmenters on our team were
probably mislead by the annotation of the participant, who declared that event the start of
new task, which they probably did because they were using the LogViewer tool which did
not show any of the dashboarding events around the marked event. If the LogViewer tool
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Figure 5.54: Agreement between manual and heuristic segmentations.
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Figure 5.55: Agreement between Adjustment 1 and heuristic segmentations.
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Figure 5.56: Agreement between Adjustment 2 and heuristic segmentations.
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had shown more context, it is not likely that that event would have been chosen as the start
of a new segment, occurring as it does in the middle of a long bout of dashboarding activity.

5.3.5 Submission Descriptions

The purpose of segmenting event logs into subsequences of consecutive events is to facilitate
the summary of the activities the logs record. A collection of similar events can be described
more succinctly than a collection of dissimilar events, because the same descriptors apply
to more events, allowing fewer descriptors to be used. The next step after segmenting the
event stream is to generate these summaries of the segments. In this section we summarize
the segments in several ways. The first is a barchart showing the frequency of activity types
by segment. Recall that we use the Herfindahl index to describe how how “diverse” or
conversely, how “concentrated” the segment is with respect to different types of activities.
The more different categories of activities there are in a segment, the more diverse it is.
Ideally segments would be formed in such a way as to be dominated by one category of
activity, because we are trying to group similar activity to create the segments, which we
can then describe in terms of the dominant type of activity. We use a Herfindahl index cutoff
of .25, which is considered by Antitrust Division of the Department of Justice to represent
the level at which markets are highly concentrated – to determine whether or not a segment
is dominated by an activity category [66]. If the Herfindahl index is below that, we say the
segment is a mix of activity categories.

We counted by:
• The number of segments
• The number of seconds elapsed in segments – for this we omitted idle time periods,

which we counted defined as 30 minutes or more of time elapsed with no activity
The second is a transition frequency diagram showing the frequency of transitions from one
type of activity to the next. The third is a printout describing each segment according
to:
• The categories of activity that dominate the segment
• The sheets that were worked on in the segment
• The data that was worked on in the segment
• The length of time spent in the segment

The first two methods are less specific, but can be generalized across submissions that used
different datasets and different sheets In this section we first summarize Submission 16,
which has been the focus of our segmentation efforts thus far, and we compare it to the
participants’ description to see if it is a reasonable summary. We then summarize all of the
segmentations to assess whether there are any common patterns of activity.

5.3.5.1 Summarizing Individual Submissions

Based on the results of the previous subsection, we elected to segment Submission 16 using
Heuristic-2-4. This heuristic ignores switch-backs – it segments at every change in sheet
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ID, unless the change does not persist for four or more events i.e., the sheet ID switches
back to the previous ID in less than four events. We chose this heuristic because it yielded
a number of segments closer to that which the human segmenters created, and because it
yielded some of the top results for the metrics displayed in the results in Section 5.3.4.

We provide a rough sketch of the accuracy of submission summaries. Using the Heuristic-
2-4 segmentation, we generated a segmentation and then a summary of Submission 16 that
lists the top action categories, the fields examined, and the sheets acted upon within each
segment. To this could also be added the last screenshot of each sheet acted upon the seg-
ment. This would be useful for sharing the summary with end users, though we did not use
them in our evaluation.

Informally, we compared this summary information in the print out to the annotations
provided by the participant. This is not a formal method of evaluating the summaries,
because the participant’s annotations are not in all cases a thorough description of the goals
and tasks at hand. Moreover, this was a very cursory evaluation only meant as a rough
estimate. Nonetheless, we judged that about 45% of the time, these summaries very closely
corresponded to the annotation given by the participant, because the field names and sheet
names were very descriptive of the data and analysis done. About 50% of the time, the
segment was mainly dashboard editing. Most of these events were not included by the
annotation tool, and as such were mostly not annotated. However, the event activities and
the name of the sheets being edited are reasonably descriptive of the activity taking place.
The remaining 5% of the time, the segment was such a mix of activities that there was not
a clear correspondence between the summaries and the participant’s annotations.

The activity category counts in Figure 5.57 and Figure 5.58 show that, by segment count,
most segments are dashboarding segments, followed by editing segments, followed by sheet
operation segments (e.g., renaming), followed by segments that are too much of a mix of
activities to describe using any one category.

The following patterns of activity stand out in the transition frequency diagram of Sub-
mission 16 activity in Figure 5.59. The user begins by editing their data. The user then
alternates between analysis (edit vis) and presentation (edit dashboard). Undo or redo
happens in the context of analysis. Much of what might be thought of as exploratory behav-
ior (pan, zoom, or highlight, sort, filter, annotate vis) happens after the user begins
to work on the presentation of the data, though this activity would also be useful in or-
ganizing the visualizations for presentation. Annotation and adjusting aesthetics happens
in the context of examining the visualization via pan, zoom, or highlight. Sheet renaming
and organizing sheets (do sheet op) happens in the context of presentation (edit dash-
board). Adjusting aesthetics happens in the context of presentation. The user finishes on
presentation.

These transition frequency diagrams could be made more useful in the context of a
log exploration tool by, for example, linking nodes to the log contents, so that when a
node is selected, the relevant areas of the event log are highlighted. Also, there is much
other summary information that could be computed from the augmented logs. For example,
functionality that would be useful to an evaluator who was attempting to understand the
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Figure 5.57: Number of segments in each category: Most are edit dashboard segments,
followed by edit vis segments, then sheet op segments, then mixed segments, which are
segments in which no one activity category dominates.

activity taking place in the session might include:
• Graph of fields used (e.g., number of accesses or times they appear on a sheet)
• Graph of time spent on each sheet
• The ability to interactively segment the event log
• The ability to search for specific patterns

We do not focus on these here because our goal is not to analyze a particular submission.

5.3.5.2 Aggregate Properties of All Submissions

When it comes to frequency of activity types, all of the submissions in general follow the
same pattern as Submission 16 in particular. This can be seen in Figure 5.60 and Figure 5.58.
These figures show the averages of the number of segments and amount of time per category,
respectively, averaged over all 24 submissions.

The following patterns stand out in the transition frequency diagram of all submissions’
activities shown in Figure 5.62. Data source and field editing again tend to be at the
beginning, like with Submission 16. After that, users tend to move onto analysis (edit vis).
Presentation (edit dashboard) most often follows analysis, but unlike with Submission 16,



CHAPTER 5. ANALYZING FULL ANNOTATED ACTIVITY 151

Figure 5.58: Number of seconds elapsed in segments in each category: The same pattern
holds as when counting by events, except that segments that are a mix of action categories
moves up to the second place in terms of frequency.

analysis and presentation are not alternated between for most submissions, suggesting that
for many submissions, presentation comes strictly after analysis. Categories like undo or
redo and adjust aesthetics and others that lack labeled edges happen in enough different
contexts (i.e., before and after a wide range of other segment types) that no edge weight
exceeds the .25 threshold for display. Many segment types are followed by presentation, but
this could be just because presentation is the most common segment type. It could also be,
as we suggest above, that what are often thought of as exploratory actions like pan, zoom,
or highlight, and filter, are actually being more often used to tweak a presentation than to
explore during analysis. This could be because users are creating visualizations as part of
their analysis but not actually analyzing the visualizations and drawing conclusions until
they begin working on the presentation. This is something that could be investigated in
future studies.

5.4 Comparison to Related Work

In this section we compare our approach and findings to related work.
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Figure 5.59: Transition frequency diagram showing the frequency of transitions between
activity types: In this graph, the nodes represent segments of each given type, and an edge
from a node A to a node B represents the percent of time a segment of type B followed a
segment of type A. Transitions with weights less than .15 are not shown (unless there is no
other incoming or outgoing edge for a node, in which case it is shown as an unlabeled dotted
line).

One of our approaches in this chapter was to visualize the event stream to highlight sim-
ilar activity, for the purpose of segmentation and summarization. Guo, et al., also created a
visualization of these higher-level actions that resemble our visualization, which suggests this
is a useful format for viewing log data. One thing they did that we did not do, however, was
to examine at frequently recurring patterns (as well as the transition frequency between high-
level actions, which we also examined for our datasets). We examined frequently recurring
patterns in our Splunk case study in Chapter 4, using sequences of high-level transformation
categories. However, when we tried to do so for our Tableau data, we did not find any
interesting pattern that occurred frequently enough from which to draw conclusions This is
possibly in part because that data was at a lower-level of abstraction with higher-frequency,
fine-grained action events, and also in part because participants in this case study all exam-
ined different datasets, though this data context is generally not present in the action event
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Figure 5.60: Number of segments in each category, averaged over all 24 submissions: Most
are edit dashboard segments, followed by edit vis segments, then sheet op segments,
then mixed segments, which are segments in which no one activity category dominates. This
is true even considering the range across submissions.

information (challenges described in Sections 3.3, 3.5, 3.6). Thus, these datasets would
have to be both somehow incorporated into the action events to provide context to them,
and also abstracted to generalize across participants. Thus, in our experience, high-level
patterns are hard to interpret because of their generality, but using low-level, fine-grained
actions instead did not work because no pattern recurred frequently enough at that level
from which to draw conclusions.

The purpose of our visualization tool was to facilitate the segmentation of the event
stream into consecutive subsequences of similar events. In other work, this segmenting has
been referred to as “chunking” [89, 61]. Kurlander used heuristic chunking rules to concisely
display workflow histories in a graphical editing tool, which displays steps as a linear sequence
of panels that show how the graphical objects were manipulated with each action [89]. In his
system, the granularity of the chunks – how many actions are summarized in one panel – can
be adjusted by the user. While Kurlander does not explain his heuristics in full detail, he
says that sequences of similar actions, like object translations, or successive add operations
to draw a line, are coalesced into one panel. This is similar to some of the heuristics used
by Heer, et al., who collected data from Tableau similar to ours, but like Kurlander, for the
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Figure 5.61: Number of seconds elapsed in segments in each category, averaged over all 24
submissions: The same pattern holds as when counting by events, except that segments that
are a mix of action categories moves up to the second place in terms of frequency. This is
true even considering the range across submissions.

purpose of displaying concise navigable usage histories to users within the application [61].
Their heuristics are applied in an online fashion; that is, when a new action occurs, the rules
evaluate whether it should be chunked with the previous state. They have three chunking
rules, along with some exceptions that say when an action should not be chunked despite
meeting one of the conditions of the other heuristics. Their rules are described as follows:
“we include a rule that chunks history items if the most recent state was the result of a
formatting operation. Similarly, a quick succession of sort or filter actions (less than 30 sec.
apart) likely indicate a multi-step configuration of the view and are chunked together. A
rapid series shelf actions to build up (or take down) a view are also common, and so we
chunk them when separated by less than five seconds. We also support exception cases:
large time durations possibly indicating a break between sessions prevents any chunking,
as does bookmarking or annotating a state.” Rather than allowing the level of granularity
be adjustable, as Kurlander did, Heer, et al., allow the user to expand chunked states to
see the full detailed sequence. Santos and Badre took a different approach to chunking in
which they detect boundaries based on pauses in user activity [134]. However, as the data
in Sections 5.3.3 suggests, such pauses did not seem to be good indicators of boundaries as
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Figure 5.62: Transition frequency diagram showing the frequency of transitions between
activity types, computed over all 24 submissions: In this graph, the nodes represent segments
of each given type, and an edge from a node A to a node B represents the percent of time a
segment of type B followed a segment of type A in all of the submissions. Transitions with
weights less than .25 are not shown (unless there is no other incoming or outgoing edge for
a node, in which case it is shown as an unlabeled dotted line).

judged manually by our collaborators in our case study.
In terms of findings, the most comparable work is also by Heer, et al., described in the

previous paragraph [61]. Though analysis of this data was not the main focus of their work,
they did describe three small findings:
• Undo was 12.5 times as common as redo, supporting the idea that undo was used as

delete.
• Formatting actions accounted for approximately one quarter of all actions, and that

they usually occurred in succession, as did resizing actions, thus their chunking rules
were designed to coalesce these.
• The automatic visualization generation feature of Tableau, “Show Me,” was commonly

used by all users and rarely did they adjust its output, meaning its suggestions were
good.
• Their chunking heuristics remove or chunk 60% of the states.

Our dataset compares as follows:
• Undo was even more prominent, being 29.3 times as common as redo.
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• Formatting actions represented only 3% of our dataset, and 51% of these were followed
by additional formatting commands, so it was much less prominent; however, this could
be due to differences in our categorization schemes.
• All participants in our dataset used the “ShowMe” command, but it accounted for only

1% of commands, and we were unable to evaluate how often users kept the results.
• While we did not implement Heer, et al.’s chunking rules, the commands they chunk

account for only 12% of our dataset, and so at best only 12% could be removed in this
fashion.

The discrepancies between our findings is likely due to the fact that neither of our datasets
are representative of population-wide Tableau usage and instead reflect certain subsets of
uses. The differences between our approaches to summarizing the data is reflective of our
differing goals – theirs, to summarize workflow history for users in an online fashion, and
ours to identify high-level tasks from the event stream post-facto.

5.5 Conclusion

In this chapter, we presented a case study of data logged from Tableau. We described our
method for collecting detailed and annotated event logs from Tableau. This approach allowed
us to collect data about the entire analysis cycle, from the user’s goals and data at each step,
to the transformation and visualization of that data, and finally to the user’s interpretation
of the resulting visualization. This is an innovation over what is typically collected in log
analysis studies and provides a substantially more complete picture of user analysis activity.

In the analysis section, we described a visualization tool we developed for inspecting the
event stream and segmenting it into like subsequences. This tool features a compact display
of the event stream – specifically the actions and fields, color-coded by action type and data
type, as well as mouseover to reveal additional event and segment details. We then used
this tool to create segments, which we used to summarize and describe the submissions.
We first asked collaborators to segment the event stream of one submission by hand. We
then analyzed these segmentations both in terms of the properties of the events in the
segments and how the segments compared to one another, as well as in terms of how well the
segmentations agreed. We used randomly-generated segmentations as a baseline to compare
the properties and agreement with.

In terms of properties, we expected that people would create segments such that events
within the segment were more similar than events outside it. This means we’d expect the
similarity within manual segmentations’ segments to be higher than randomly-generated
segmentations’ segments (i.e., high intra-segment similarity). It also means the differences
between adjacent segments in manual segmentations should be greater than the differences
between adjacent segments in randomly-generated segmentations (i.e., low inter-segment
similarity). The latter was true (low inter-segment similarity) for the properties we inves-
tigated, but not the former (high intra-segment similarity) in most cases. Segments from
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manual segmentations tended to occur at sheet switches far more than randomly-generated
segmentations’ segments.

In terms of agreement, although we provided guidelines for segmentation to attempt to
encourage our segmenters to follow a similar approach, we found that there was not a very
high degree of agreement between human segmenters, even when attempts at reconciling
the segmentations were made. Even after adjustments and allowing for some flexibility in
exact location of event boundaries, the best case overlap between segment boundaries is only
83%, and the worst case is a mere 19%. This could be because that segmentation involves
a lot of subjectivity, and that likely different segmentations would be better for different
uses. However, it also could be because we only had a few segmentation examples, and did
not iterate on the segmentation instructions. Thus, we cannot draw strong conclusions from
this.

We then developed a simple heuristic based upon the properties which were most con-
sistent about the segmentations’ boundaries – the fact that they often occurred at sheet
switches. We analyzed the heuristic segmentation in a similar way to the manual segmenta-
tions. The heuristics generated about 2-6 times as many segments as the manual segmenta-
tions, suggesting that a better heuristic would incorporate some way to iterate over these first
pass segmentations and merge segments based on similarity. The heuristic segmentations
behaved similar to the manual segmentations in terms of their properties. The heuristic
segmentations achieved reasonable agreement with the manual segmentations considering
how little agreement there was with the manual segmentations to begin with. The best case
agreement that was achieved, over all manual segmentation and heuristic pairs, was 88% of
segments in one segmentation being in another, whereas the worst case was 12%.

Lastly, we used this heuristic to segment and summarize the focal submission and all
the other submissions additionally. We can’t generalize too much about how people analyze
data from these, because each submission involved a different dataset. Nonetheless, we
found that the most common activity is presentation (edit dashboard) both by time and
by segment count, and this is true across all submissions. After that, segments that are a mix
of action categories and analysis segments (edit vis) are the most common. We found that
the submissions tend to follow the workflows proposed in the literature: first data munging,
then analysis, then presentation, though there is some iterating back and forth. This reflects
the fact that the data we collected was from students following particular instructions in
an assignment that directed them to follow this workflow, and so these answers are not
representative of other use cases. We also saw that activities like pan, zoom, and highlight,
and filter, tend to happen more in the presentation rather than the analysis phase. A study
that controlled the dataset analyzed might be able to learn more about human analysis
patterns. Also, the segmentation facilitates many other more specific analyses of specific
submissions, though that is not of interest here.

This case study concludes our analysis of interaction data from visual analytics systems.
In the next and final chapter, we summarize the contributions made in this dissertation as
well as discuss avenues for future work.
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Chapter 6

Conclusion

In this chapter, we summarize the contributions and broader impacts of our work, as well as
discuss potential future avenues of research.

6.1 Contributions

The goal of this research was to develop some analysis approaches for identifying higher-
level activity patterns, or tasks, from lower-level user interaction logs from visual analytics
systems. As part of our work towards this goal, we identified seven key challenges in working
with lower-level user interaction logs (Chapter 3), to help researchers and analysts plan their
approaches to working with such data. We achieved our goal via two separate case studies,
with data logged from two different types of visual analytics systems. These case studies not
only demonstrated our approaches, but also provided information about how these particular
tools are used in the real world. In the first case study, we collected data from Splunk
(Chapter 4), a software tool for the analysis of machine-generated data, such as logs. In the
second case study, we collected data from Tableau (Chapter 5), a software application for
visualizing relational data for analysis. The data we collected was logged during the use of
these visual analysis systems and contained information about what actions users took to
analyze their data. In our Splunk case study, the data we collected were Splunk customer
queries, which are pipelines of data transformation operators. In our Tableau case study, we
collected event logs and application state from student analysis sessions for an exploratory
analysis assignment, augmented with their annotations about their thought process, and
reports summarizing their work.

Given the different natures of the datasets collected, we had to take different approaches in
each case. Nonetheless, there are important commonalities to both approaches, suggesting
a potentially general aspects to methods for identifying higher-level activity patterns, or
tasks, from lower-level user interaction logs from visual analytics systems. At a high-level,
our approach in both cases is as follows:
• Re-map all lower-level commands or operations into a set of broader categories that
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reflect the higher-level goal of that activity. (The categories used for both case studies
are given in Appendix A and C, respectively.)
• Using this category information, along with additional context, group the lower-level

operations into clusters of similar activity.
• Label these groups in terms of the higher-level or more abstract action they accomplish.

In the Splunk case, the lower-level operations were query fragments or stages, and we clus-
tered the fragments that used the most common types of commands using the features listed
in Appendix B. In the Tableau case, the lower-level operations were events, and we clus-
tered each participant’s events into temporally consecutive subsequences, so that the groups
represented a a higher-level task accomplished by set of smaller lower-level steps or events.

One key difference between these two cases is that in the Splunk case, we only considered
higher-level descriptions of individual stages of single queries, rather than what higher-level
task the stages or queries achieved when considered together in sequence. In contrast, in the
Tableau case, we considered what higher-level task subsequences of participants’ event stream
accomplished. There are two reasons for the difference in approach. The first is that in the
Splunk case, we lacked important context information, such as what data was being operated
upon and what the outcome of applying the given transformations to that data was. This lack
of information about the state of the data makes it difficult to consider how different stages
of a pipeline interact together. The second reason is that in the Splunk case, due to missing
information from the logs, we were unable to sessionize user queries, so we could not properly
identify consecutive query sequences for analysis. Thus, the second case study using Tableau
represents in some ways an extension of the first case study using Splunk, since, in light of
the challenges identified in the first case study, we were able to collect more complete data,
though it is a different type of data from a different analysis system. One unique aspect of
our approach in the Splunk case is our use of an automatic clustering algorithm to identify
the groups of similar commands. Moreover, in the Splunk case, we provided additional
context through a survey about Splunk customer characteristics. One unique aspect of our
approach in the Tableau case is that we instead of using a completely algorithmic approach,
we developed heuristics inspired by the results of human judgment to identify groups of
similar events. We also developed a custom visualization for performing this grouping. In
the Tableau case, we also had a richer dataset, including user log annotation and analysis
reports, which helped us to evaluate the accuracy of our high-level activity summaries.

In addition to the approaches described in the previous paragraph, our other contributions
include the specific findings that resulted from our analyses and which provide empirical
descriptions of how these tools are used in real-world scenarios (as opposed to carefully
designed studies that control what data users analyze and what questions they ask).

In the Splunk case, for example, we found that a large portion of log analysis activity
in Splunk consists of filtering. The next most common type of activity was aggregation.
Filtering is also used in conjunction with aggregation to count occurrences of different things,
which is an important task in log analysis. Summarizing is a frequently-used technique in
data analysis in general, and is used to create some of the more common graph types, such
as bar charts and line graphs [155]. This suggests it may be useful to automatically create
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certain types of summarization to present to the user to save time. After this, the third
most common activity was augmenting the data – transformations of the data usually for the
purpose of data munging, or reformatting and cleaning data. The prevalence of reformatting
as a portion of log analysis activity is likely reflective of the fact that much log data is
structured in an inconsistent, ad hoc manner. Taken together, the prevalence of filtering
and reformatting activity in Splunk suggest that it may be useful for system developers to
collaborate with the end users of such systems to ensure that data useful for the day-to-day
management of such systems is collected. In log analysis with Splunk, summarizing with
respect to the time dimension is an important use case – of all the fields accessed in all the
datasets analyzed by users, time was one of the more common ones. We also found that
task complexity tended to be low – filtering, aggregating, and reformatting, versus complex
machine-learning pipelines. Lastly, our survey results show that log analysis is not only for
IT departments; non-technical users need to extract business insights from logs to drive their
decision making as well.

In the Tableau case, we found that the submissions tend to follow the workflows proposed
in the literature: first data munging, then analysis, then presentation, though there is some
iterating back and forth. This likely reflects the fact that the data we collected was from
students following particular instructions in an assignment that directed them to follow
this workflow, and so these answers are not necessarily representative of other use cases.
We also saw that activities like pan, zoom, and highlight, and filter, tend to happen more
in the presentation rather than the analysis phase. Many segment types are followed by
presentation, but this could be just because presentation is the most common segment type.
It could also be that what are often thought of as exploratory actions like pan, zoom, or
highlight, and filter, are actually being more often used to tweak a presentation than to
explore during analysis. Lastly, we compared our dataset to findings in related work over
similar datasets and found that of only the high undo-to-redo ratio also held for our dataset.
However, as our dataset in the Tableau case study is from students working on a class
assignment, it is not likely to be representative of broader Tableau usage.

To summarize, in our contributions we:
• Identified seven key challenges in working with low-level user interaction logs to help

researchers and analysts plan their approaches to working with such data
• Developed approaches for identifying higher-level activity patterns, or tasks, from lower-

level user interaction logs from visual analytics systems, via two real-world case studies
• Provided empirical descriptions of the types of high-level activity users of our two case

study systems engage in, summarized above and in the relevant chapters

6.2 Broader Impact

In this section we briefly describe the impact our work has had beyond publication. The
findings of our Splunk case study in particular have been used by product managers and oth-
ers within Splunk to learn more about how their tool is used and inform decisions regarding
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new functionality and interface improvements. It has also inspired internal projects to im-
prove the quality of their logging. Similarly, we made specific recommendations to Tableau
on how to improve their logs, and these were incorporated into recent releases, enabling our
case study. Our work has also encouraged similar visual analytics companies to undertake
studies of their usage data, and we have also advised them on how to improve their log-
ging infrastructure to enable easier analysis and uncover more useful findings. We hope our
work incentivizes more organizations to log more context about their users’ behavior so that
data-driven improvements can be made to their tools and user interfaces.

6.3 Future Work

In this section we describe potential avenues for future research.
In the case of Splunk, one interesting item of future work would be to use the cluster

results to characterize whole query pipelines rather than just query stages. In our current
work, we characterized query pipelines just in terms of the higher-level category of their
individual stages. The more detailed cluster categories would provide even richer definitions
of common pipelines. Also in the future, with some slight corrections to the logging code, we
could sessionize queries, and then characterize whole sessions much in the way we did with
the Tableau events. If we could also collect more information about the datasets the queries
are being used to analyze, this would also enable a richer assessment of the tasks they are
performing.

Another item of future work would require some changes to the Splunk query language
itself. In the process of analyzing the query data, we encountered difficulties relating to the
fact that many commands in the Splunk language are heavily overloaded and can do many
different things. For example, stats can both aggregate and rename data. When this is the
case, we are more likely to have to rely on error-prone data mining techniques like clustering
and classification to resolve ambiguities involved in automatically labeling user activities. If
the mapping between analysis tasks and analysis representation (i.e., the analysis language)
were less muddied, it would alleviate some of the difficulties of analyzing this activity data
and pave the way for easier modeling of user behavior in the future.

In the case of Tableau, the visualization tool could be enhanced and deployed in many
different contexts, such as for researchers inside Tableau trying to understand their cus-
tomers’ use patterns, as well as for researchers outside of Tableau who are trying to study
user analysis behavior. The tool could be amended to include whatever additional informa-
tion these researchers would find useful, such as time spent on each sheet, or the ability to
edit segments in the tool. The tool could incorporate Markov diagrams so that researchers
could better understand workflows, and these diagrams could link to the log content so that
selecting a node highlighted the corresponding events and details. It could also make it
possible to search for specific patterns. The usefulness of the tool could then be tested and
enhanced by deploying it in long-terms studies in the wild with analysts who work with logs.
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Other future work is to work towards a standard segmentation scheme. This could be
used to do further work to analyze strategies via submission summaries, especially if data was
collected from many analysts analyzing the same dataset. Or if developing a standard seg-
mentation scheme is not realistic given the subjective nature of summary, different schemes
to segment and summarize could be developed depending on user’s preferences, or made
adjustable via parameters. This summary information could be incorporated into models of
user behavior that could in turn be incorporated into intelligent interfaces that adapt to and
anticipate user needs and make recommendations.

In addition to enabling the above work specific to our case study systems, the data
presented here points to the following broader areas of future work:

• Need for integrated provenance collection: Understandably, most data that is
logged is done so for the purpose of debugging systems, not building detailed models
of user behavior [7]. As discussed in Chapter 3, this means that much of the contex-
tual information that is highly relevant to understanding user behavior is not easily
available, and even basic information must be inferred through elaborate or unreliable
means [50]. We hope to draw attention to this issue to encourage solutions to this
problem.

• Further analyses of data analysis activity: In this dissertation, we only presented
data analysis activity from two systems. It would be informative to compare this to
data analysis activity from other systems, and on other types of data besides log data.
Thus, we make our analysis code public so others can more easily adapt and apply our
analysis to more data sets and compare results.

• Opportunities for predictive interfaces: Thinking forward, detailed data on user
behavior can be fed into advanced statistical models that return predictions about user
actions. Studies such as the one we present are important for designing such models,
including identifying what variables to model and the possible values they can take
on. Other important variables to model could include who the user is, where their
data came from, and what problems they are trying to solve. These could be used to
provide suggestions to the user about what they might like to try, similar to how other
recently successful tools operate [77, 129].

6.4 Final Remarks

In conclusion, in this dissertation we have presented two case studies in how to summarize
user activity and identify tasks in interaction data logged from software tools for visual anal-
ysis. The user interaction data is information that was logged during the use of these visual
analysis systems about what actions users took to analyze their data. Our contributions
include the identification of seven key challenges that must be dealt with when analyzing
data like this to understand user behavior, the development of approaches for identifying
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higher-level user activity or tasks from this data, and empirical descriptions, derived using
these approaches, of how our case study systems are used in the real world. We hope that this
work leads to future research on how to understand and concisely describe visual analytics
tool usage as revealed by logs of user interactions.
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Appendix A

Splunk Transformation Categories

The following table shows how we categorized each Splunk command for our analysis in
Chapter 4. We used the following 18 high-level categories:
• Aggregate
• Augment
• Cache
• Filter
• Input
• Join
• Macro
• Meta
• Miscellaneous
• Output
• Project
• Read Metadata
• Rename
• Reorder
• Set
• Transform
• Transpose
• Window
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Appendix B

Splunk Cluster Features

The following tables describe the features we used to classify three categories of Splunk
commands: Filter, Aggregate, and Augment commands. When a feature is described
as “parameterized”, this means that there were actually multiple features of that kind, one
for each possible parameter value passed. Thus, there were more actual features than listed
in the table, because the parameterized features actually represent multiple features. The
number of features for each category were as follows:
• Filter: 26 features
• Aggregate: 46 features
• Augment: 127 features
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Feature Name Description
NumberOfArguments the number of arguments
NumberOfWildcardMatches the number of wildcard operators passed as an argu-

ment
NumberOfBooleans the number of the boolean operators AND, OR, or NOT

passed as an argument
NumberOfSpecificBooleans (parameterized) the number of times the specified

boolean operator was passed as an argument
NumberOfFieldSearches the number of times a search on a specific field is

specified in the arguments
NumberOfOptionSearches the number of times options are specified as an argu-

ment
NumberOfStringSearches the number of strings passed as arguments
AvgLengthOfStringSearches the average length of the strings passed
NumberOfLogicalOperators the number of comparison operators like eq (equal)

or gt (greater than) passed as arguments
NumberOfTimeSearches the number of searches over the time dimension
NumberOfSubsearches the number of subsearches passed as an argument
NumberOfInternalDataSearches the number internal Splunk fields (not part of the

user’s dataset) passed as arguments
NumberOfDefaultFieldSearches the number default Splunk fields (part of all datasets

by default) passed as arguments
NumberOfDistinctFields the number of distinct fields passed as arguments
SpecifiedCommandUsed (parameterized) whether the specified command was

used
PositionInQuery which stage of the query the command appeared in
RemovesDuplicates whether the command removes duplicate results
FiltersByPosition whether the command returns the first or last result

Table B.1: Features used to cluster Splunk Filter operations.
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Feature Name Description
NumberOfDistinctFields the number of distinct fields passed as arguments
SpecifiedCommandUsed (parameterized) whether the specified command was

used
PositionInQuery which stage of the query the command appeared in
NumberTimesAggregateUsed (parameterized) the number of times a specified ag-

gregate function AVG or COUNT was passed as an ar-
gument

NumberTimesPercentileUsed the number of times a percentile function was passed
as an argument

NumberOfFieldsAggregated the number of fields aggregated in the arguments
NumberOfFieldsGroupedBy the number of fields grouped by in the arguments
ReordersAndLimitsResults whether or not the command reorders the results and

limits the number that are returned
ForVisualization whether or not the command is designed to be piped

into a visualization

Table B.2: Features used to cluster Splunk Aggregate operations.

Feature Name Description
NumberOfDistinctFields the number of distinct fields passed as arguments
SpecifiedCommandUsed (parameterized) whether the specified command was

used
PositionInQuery which stage of the query the command appeared in
NumberOfFunctions the number total functions passed as an argument
NumberOfDistinctFunctions the number distinct functions passed as an argument
NumberOfSpecificFunctions (parameterized) the number times the specified func-

tion was passed as an argument
DeepestLevelOfNesting the depth of the parsed query’s tree – a rough measure

of query complexity
NumberSpecificTypeFunctions (parameterized) the number times a function with the

specified domain or range datatype was passed as an
argument

PercentSpecificTypeFunctions (parameterized) the percent of times a function with
the specified domain or range datatype was passed as
an argument

Table B.3: Features used to cluster Splunk Augment operations.
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Appendix C

Tableau Action Categories

The following tables show how we categorized each Tableau event action type for our analysis
in Chapter 5. We used the following 15 high-level categories:
• aesthetics
• animate
• annotation
• dashboard-or-story
• datasource
• edit
• field
• filter
• pan-zoom-highlight
• sheet
• showme
• sort
• tableau
• undo-or-redo
• unknown
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Command Category

tabdoc:add-object-to-dashboard dashboard-or-story
tabdoc:add-or-replace-trend-lines annotation
tabdoc:add-reference-line annotation
tabdoc:add-sheet-to-dashboard dashboard-or-story
tabdoc:add-to-sheet edit
tabdoc:aggregate-measures field
tabdoc:apply-calculation field
tabdoc:apply-type-in-pill field
tabdoc:calculation-auto-complete tableau
tabdoc:capture-story-point dashboard-or-story
tabdoc:categorical-filter filter
tabdoc:categorical-quick-filter-edit filter
tabdoc:categorical-quick-filter-exclude-values filter
tabdoc:categorical-quick-filter-mode filter
tabdoc:cell-size aesthetics
tabdoc:change-alpha-level aesthetics
tabdoc:change-border aesthetics
tabdoc:change-data-type field
tabdoc:change-label-align aesthetics
tabdoc:change-label-font aesthetics
tabdoc:change-markers aesthetics
tabdoc:change-page animate
tabdoc:change-page-by-direction animate
tabdoc:change-semantic-role field
tabdoc:change-shared-filter filter
tabdoc:change-size dashboard-or-story
tabdoc:clear-alias-cache datasource
tabdoc:clear-calculation-model tableau
tabdoc:clear-filters filter
tabdoc:clear-formatting aesthetics
tabdoc:clear-legend-selection filter
tabdoc:clear-quick-filter filter
tabdoc:clear-sorts sort
tabdoc:commit-alias-changes field
tabdoc:commit-single-alias-changes aesthetics
tabdoc:connection-dataserver-flush-cache datasource
tabdoc:connection-delete-table datasource
tabdoc:connection-edit-join-clauses datasource
tabdoc:connection-edit-join-type datasource
tabdoc:connection-edit-or-rename-union datasource
tabdoc:connection-edit-union datasource
tabdoc:connection-toggle-table-cleaning datasource
tabdoc:connection-toggle-use-extract datasource

Table C.1: Categories for each type of Tableau event.
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Command Category

tabdoc:connection-view-table-cleaning-results datasource
tabdoc:convert-to-dimension field
tabdoc:convert-to-discrete field
tabdoc:convert-to-measure field
tabdoc:create-calc field
tabdoc:custom-split-field unknown
tabdoc:default-map-tool-selection unknown
tabdoc:delete-calculation-fields-command unknown
tabdoc:dismiss-null-wart pan-zoom-highlight
tabdoc:domain-quick-filter filter
tabdoc:drop-on-dashboard dashboard-or-story
tabdoc:dual-axis edit
tabdoc:duplicate-fields datasource
tabdoc:edit-calc field
tabdoc:edit-datasource-date-properties datasource
tabdoc:edit-nested-group field
tabdoc:edit-primitive-type unknown
tabdoc:edit-schema-caption aesthetics
tabdoc:edit-story-point-caption dashboard-or-story
tabdoc:enable-quick-filter filter
tabdoc:enable-themed-highlights aesthetics
tabdoc:extract unknown
tabdoc:filter-nulls filter
tabdoc:filter-targets filter
tabdoc:forecast-toggle annotation
tabdoc:get-alias-pres-model tableau
tabdoc:get-aliases-pres-model tableau
tabdoc:get-container-guide tableau
tabdoc:get-dashboard-drag-drop dashboard-or-story
tabdoc:get-data-preview-window-pres-model tableau
tabdoc:get-datasource-date-properties datasource
tabdoc:get-format-pane-layout unknown
tabdoc:get-page-setup-pres-model tableau
tabdoc:get-sort-dialog-pres-model tableau
tabdoc:get-union-info-pres-model tableau
tabdoc:get-zone-border-rect tableau
tabdoc:goto-sheet sheet
tabdoc:group-by-table datasource
tabdoc:hide-column-field-label annotation
tabdoc:hide-field datasource
tabdoc:hide-label aesthetics
tabdoc:hide-legend-data tableau
tabdoc:hide-row-field-label aesthetics
tabdoc:highlight pan-zoom-highlight
tabdoc:highlight-selected-in-legend pan-zoom-highlight

Table C.2: Categories for each type of Tableau event.
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Command Category

tabdoc:highlight-special pan-zoom-highlight
tabdoc:include-in-tooltip annotation
tabdoc:insert-function-in-formula unknown
tabdoc:insert-story-point dashboard-or-story
tabdoc:invoke-hyperlink tableau
tabdoc:keep-only-or-exclude filter
tabdoc:keep-only-or-exclude-selection filter
tabdoc:legend-group-or-ungroup unknown
tabdoc:legend-keep-or-exclude filter
tabdoc:level-drill field
tabdoc:load-bin-size-info unknown
tabdoc:load-domain-info unknown
tabdoc:mark-label annotation
tabdoc:master-detail-filter filter
tabdoc:merge-or-split unknown
tabdoc:modify-legend-layout aesthetics
tabdoc:move-area-annotation-text annotation
tabdoc:move-dashboard-edge dashboard-or-story
tabdoc:move-free-form-zone dashboard-or-story
tabdoc:move-mark aesthetics
tabdoc:move-point-annotation annotation
tabdoc:move-point-annotation-target annotation
tabdoc:move-reference-line annotation
tabdoc:move-zone dashboard-or-story
tabdoc:navigate-to-sheet sheet
tabdoc:new-blank-story-point dashboard-or-story
tabdoc:non-ranged-remove-reference-line annotation
tabdoc:on-toggle-axis-ranges annotation
tabdoc:page-animation-control animate
tabdoc:pane-pan pan-zoom-highlight
tabdoc:pane-zoom pan-zoom-highlight
tabdoc:pane-zoom-factor pan-zoom-highlight
tabdoc:pane-zoom-pan pan-zoom-highlight
tabdoc:percentages unknown
tabdoc:quantitative-mode-quick-filter filter
tabdoc:quantitative-quick-filter-edit filter
tabdoc:quick-sort sort
tabdoc:ranged-by-value-merge unknown
tabdoc:redo undo-or-redo
tabdoc:relative-date-quick-filter-edit filter
tabdoc:remove-all-reference-lines annotation
tabdoc:remove-field-label annotation
tabdoc:remove-fields edit
tabdoc:remove-fields-from-shelf edit
tabdoc:remove-from-schema-field-folder datasource

Table C.3: Categories for each type of Tableau event.
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Command Category

tabdoc:remove-reference-line annotation
tabdoc:rename-field field
tabdoc:rename-sheet sheet
tabdoc:reorder-labels aesthetics
tabdoc:reorder-legend-items aesthetics
tabdoc:resize-area-annotation-text annotation
tabdoc:resize-axis aesthetics
tabdoc:resize-cell aesthetics
tabdoc:resize-header aesthetics
tabdoc:resize-legend-column aesthetics
tabdoc:resize-point-annotation annotation
tabdoc:rotate-field-label aesthetics
tabdoc:rotate-label annotation
tabdoc:select-all pan-zoom-highlight
tabdoc:select-axis-tuples unknown
tabdoc:select-fields-in-shelf edit
tabdoc:select-legend-item pan-zoom-highlight
tabdoc:select-legend-items pan-zoom-highlight
tabdoc:set-active-datasource datasource
tabdoc:set-active-story-point dashboard-or-story
tabdoc:set-dashboard-size dashboard-or-story
tabdoc:set-dashboard-sizing dashboard-or-story
tabdoc:set-data-preview-auto-update datasource
tabdoc:set-data-preview-custom-field-order datasource
tabdoc:set-default-aggregation field
tabdoc:set-default-color aesthetics
tabdoc:set-default-shape aesthetics
tabdoc:set-filter-context filter
tabdoc:set-filter-shared filter
tabdoc:set-item-color aesthetics
tabdoc:set-parameter-ctrl-display-mode unknown
tabdoc:set-parameter-value field
tabdoc:set-primitive edit
tabdoc:set-row-display-count unknown
tabdoc:set-sheet-formatting aesthetics
tabdoc:set-story-point-caption-width dashboard-or-story
tabdoc:set-zone-is-fixed-size tableau
tabdoc:show-aliased-fields tableau
tabdoc:show-cat-ctrl-quick-filter filter
tabdoc:show-col-totals annotation
tabdoc:show-header aesthetics
tabdoc:show-hidden-fields datasource
tabdoc:show-legend-on-dashboard dashboard-or-story
tabdoc:show-me showme
tabdoc:show-quant-ctrl-quick-filter filter

Table C.4: Categories for each type of Tableau event.
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Command Category

tabdoc:show-reference-line-editor annotation
tabdoc:show-reference-line-formatter aesthetics
tabdoc:show-sv-at-default unknown
tabdoc:show-trend-line-editor annotation
tabdoc:show-trend-line-formatter aesthetics
tabdoc:simple-command-list aesthetics
tabdoc:sort sort
tabdoc:sort-datagrid-by-column datasource
tabdoc:sort-datagrid-fields sort
tabdoc:sort-from-indicator sort
tabdoc:special-values unknown
tabdoc:swap-rows-and-columns edit
tabdoc:synchronize-axis edit
tabdoc:theme aesthetics
tabdoc:toggle-drop-lines annotation
tabdoc:toggle-field-blending unknown
tabdoc:toggle-freeform-zone dashboard-or-story
tabdoc:toggle-legend-item-selection filter
tabdoc:toggle-legend-title aesthetics
tabdoc:toggle-lock-quick-filters filter
tabdoc:toggle-mark-labels aesthetics
tabdoc:toggle-parameter-ctrl-title tableau
tabdoc:toggle-quick-filter-title filter
tabdoc:trend-lines annotation
tabdoc:try-set-aliases aesthetics
tabdoc:undo undo-or-redo
tabdoc:ungroup-layout-container unknown
tabdoc:update-area-annotation annotation
tabdoc:update-dashboard-alignment dashboard-or-story
tabdoc:update-mark-labels-settings aesthetics
tabdoc:update-point-annotation-pullback annotation
tabdoc:update-selection-delta unknown
tabdoc:view-quick-filters filter
tabdoc:zoom-controls-toggle pan-zoom-highlight
tabdoc:zoom-level pan-zoom-highlight
tabui:about tableau
tabui:actions-edit-dashboard dashboard-or-story
tabui:actions-edit-worksheet animate
tabui:add-qc-to-sheet-ui unknown
tabui:add-reference-line-ui annotation
tabui:add-to-schema-field-folder-ui datasource
tabui:add-to-sheet-ui edit
tabui:annotate-ui annotation
tabui:cat-mode-quick-filter filter
tabui:change-aggregation-ui field

Table C.5: Categories for each type of Tableau event.
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Command Category

tabui:change-field-type-ui field
tabui:change-tab-color-sheet sheet
tabui:clear-sheet-ui edit
tabui:clear-viz-ui edit
tabui:close-datasource datasource
tabui:close-datasource-ui datasource
tabui:close-workbook tableau
tabui:color-legend-edit-ui aesthetics
tabui:commit-pill-edit-ui unknown
tabui:connect-datasource datasource
tabui:connection-add-new-table-ui datasource
tabui:connection-analyze-data-ui datasource
tabui:connection-data-grid-copy-ui datasource
tabui:connection-duplicate-relation-ui datasource
tabui:connection-edit-connection-ui datasource
tabui:connection-extract-ui datasource
tabui:copy-crosstab tableau
tabui:copy-data unknown
tabui:copy-fields-defn-ui unknown
tabui:copy-formatting aesthetics
tabui:copy-image unknown
tabui:copy-image-dashboard tableau
tabui:copy-image-worksheet tableau
tabui:create-calculation-ui field
tabui:create-categorical-bins-ui field
tabui:create-combined-field-ui datasource
tabui:create-connection-ui datasource
tabui:create-group-selection-ui field
tabui:create-group-ui field
tabui:create-numeric-bins-ui field
tabui:create-parameter-ui field
tabui:create-set-ui field
tabui:custom-date-aggregation-ui datasource
tabui:deactivate-dashboard dashboard-or-story
tabui:delete-fields-ui datasource
tabui:delete-sheet-ui sheet
tabui:delete-story-point-ui dashboard-or-story
tabui:describe-field-ui datasource
tabui:describe-trend-model annotation
tabui:dismiss-go-to-worksheet-tooltip-ui tableau
tabui:display-encoding-type-menu unknown
tabui:document tableau
tabui:domain-quick-filter filter
tabui:drop-ui edit
tabui:duplicate-sheet-or-crosstab-ui sheet

Table C.6: Categories for each type of Tableau event.
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Command Category

tabui:duplicate-sheet-ui sheet
tabui:edit-aliases-ui field
tabui:edit-annotation annotation
tabui:edit-axis-ui annotation
tabui:edit-caption annotation
tabui:edit-combined-field unknown
tabui:edit-datasource datasource
tabui:edit-datasource-date-properties-ui datasource
tabui:edit-datasource-filters-ui filter
tabui:edit-datasource-ui datasource
tabui:edit-default-sort-ui sort
tabui:edit-drop-lines-ui annotation
tabui:edit-filter-quick-filter filter
tabui:edit-filter-ui filter
tabui:edit-group-ui field
tabui:edit-legend-member-alias-ui field
tabui:edit-legend-title-ui aesthetics
tabui:edit-member-alias-label aesthetics
tabui:edit-param-control-title aesthetics
tabui:edit-parameter field
tabui:edit-reference-line annotation
tabui:edit-schema-calculation-ui field
tabui:edit-schema-caption-ui annotation
tabui:edit-schema-categorical-bins-ui field
tabui:edit-schema-field-alias-ui field
tabui:edit-schema-numeric-bins-ui field
tabui:edit-text aesthetics
tabui:edit-title annotation
tabui:edit-title-quick-filter filter
tabui:edit-tooltip annotation
tabui:edit-trend-lines-ui annotation
tabui:edit-user-description-ui datasource
tabui:edit-zone-param dashboard-or-story
tabui:exit-app tableau
tabui:exit-application tableau
tabui:export-data tableau
tabui:export-packaged tableau
tabui:export-workbook-sheets-ui sheet
tabui:extract-ui unknown
tabui:filter-field-label-ui filter
tabui:format-annotation aesthetics
tabui:format-axis-ui aesthetics
tabui:format-caption-title aesthetics
tabui:format-field-label-ui aesthetics
tabui:format-label aesthetics

Table C.7: Categories for each type of Tableau event.
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Command Category

tabui:format-legends-ui aesthetics
tabui:format-reference-line aesthetics
tabui:format-ui aesthetics
tabui:get-open-pane-sample-workbooks tableau
tabui:goto tableau
tabui:goto-url tableau
tabui:hide-caption aesthetics
tabui:hide-filmstrip-ui sheet
tabui:hide-title annotation
tabui:hide-zone-ui dashboard-or-story
tabui:import-workbook-ui tableau
tabui:include-exclude-values-quick-filter filter
tabui:manage-map-services tableau
tabui:map-layers-ui tableau
tabui:map-options-ui aesthetics
tabui:new-dashboard-ui dashboard-or-story
tabui:new-schema-drill-path-ui field
tabui:new-storyboard-ui dashboard-or-story
tabui:new-workbook tableau
tabui:new-worksheet-ui sheet
tabui:non-ranged-edit-reference-line annotation
tabui:open-other-files tableau
tabui:open-workbook tableau
tabui:page-setup animate
tabui:paste sheet
tabui:presentation-mode tableau
tabui:print tableau
tabui:prompt-for-datasource-file-ui datasource
tabui:properties-datasource-ui datasource
tabui:publish-workbook-to-workgroup tableau
tabui:quick-filter-field-label-ui filter
tabui:quick-table-calc-ui field
tabui:refresh-datasource datasource
tabui:refresh-datasource-ui datasource
tabui:remove-annotation annotation
tabui:remove-mru tableau
tabui:remove-sheet-from-dashboard-ui dashboard-or-story
tabui:rename-datasource datasource
tabui:rename-sheet-ui sheet
tabui:reorder-sheets-ui sheet
tabui:replace-field-ui edit
tabui:replace-story-point-ui dashboard-or-story
tabui:reset-caption-ui annotation
tabui:reset-cards tableau
tabui:save-as-workbook tableau

Table C.8: Categories for each type of Tableau event.
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Command Category

tabui:save-public tableau
tabui:save-workbook tableau
tabui:scroll-sheet sheet
tabui:select-parent-zone tableau
tabui:set-active-connection-ui datasource
tabui:set-default-date-format-ui datasource
tabui:set-default-location-ui datasource
tabui:set-default-mapsource-ui datasource
tabui:set-default-text-format-ui aesthetics
tabui:set-filter-shared-ui filter
tabui:set-free-form-dashboard-ui dashboard-or-story
tabui:set-worksheet-sidepane-mode tableau
tabui:set-zone-fixed-size-ui dashboard-or-story
tabui:shape-legend-edit-ui tableau
tabui:sheet-sorter sheet
tabui:show-cat-ctrl-quick-filter filter
tabui:show-connect-tab tableau
tabui:show-connection-auth-ui tableau
tabui:show-custom-split-dialog-ui tableau
tabui:show-field-format-ui aesthetics
tabui:show-field-in-schema tableau
tabui:show-filmstrip-ui tableau
tabui:show-in-out-sets datasource
tabui:show-map-options-dialog tableau
tabui:show-me-cycle-ui showme
tabui:show-me-hide-ui tableau
tabui:show-measures-ui tableau
tabui:show-members-ui datasource
tabui:show-parameter-control field
tabui:show-quickfilter filter
tabui:show-quickfilter-ui filter
tabui:size-legend-edit-ui aesthetics
tabui:sort-ascending-field-label-ui sort
tabui:sort-descending-field-label-ui sort
tabui:sort-field-label-ui sort
tabui:sort-ui sort
tabui:split-field-ui unknown
tabui:stack-marks-ui aesthetics
tabui:start-page tableau
tabui:start-pill-edit-ui unknown
tabui:switch-to-document sheet
tabui:switch-to-sheet-sorter sheet
tabui:table-calc-ignore-ui field
tabui:table-calc-ordering-ui field
tabui:table-calc-ui field

Table C.9: Categories for each type of Tableau event.
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Command Category

tabui:toggle-connect-pane tableau
tabui:toggle-filmstrip-ui sheet
tabui:toggle-start-page tableau
tabui:trend-lines-ui annotation
tabui:upgrade-datasources-ui datasource
tabui:view-caption-card tableau
tabui:view-card aesthetics
tabui:view-columns-shelf tableau
tabui:view-dashboard-title dashboard-or-story
tabui:view-data datasource
tabui:view-datasource-data datasource
tabui:view-legend annotation
tabui:view-marks-shelf tableau
tabui:view-quick-filters filter
tabui:view-rows-shelf tableau
tabui:view-side-pane tableau
tabui:view-summary-card aesthetics
tabui:view-summary-detail unknown
tabui:view-table-data tableau
tabui:view-title-card annotation

Table C.10: Categories for each type of Tableau event.
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