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As mobile phones become increasingly ubiquitous in today’s world, academic 

and public audiences alike are curious about the interaction between mobile 

technologies and social norms. To investigate this phenomenon, I examined how 

individuals use technology to actively manage their communication behaviors. Through 

a three-month research project on usage patterns of Burner, a mobile application, this 

thesis explores the relationships among technology, culture, and privacy. 

Burner is a service that equips individuals with the means to create, maintain, 

and/or dissolve social ties by providing temporary, disposable numbers to customers. 

The application offers a way to communicate without relying on a user’s personal phone 

number. In other words, Burner acts as a “privacy layer” for mobile phones. It also 

provides a valuable platform to examine how customers use the application as a 

strategy for communication management. 

This thesis represents a marriage of practice and theory: (1) As an applied 

enterprise, the project was constructed as a customer needs assessment intending to 

examine how the service was situated in the lives of its users. The findings have 

successfully been applied to my client’s company strategy and have led to a more 

informed customer approach. (2) As an academic endeavor, this research contributes to 

existing scholarship in anthropology, computer-mediated communication, privacy, and 

design. The results provide rich fodder for discussions about the impact of mobile 

communication and services. 
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CHAPTER 1 

 INTRODUCTION 

 While the mobile phone becomes more and more ubiquitous in today’s world, 

portable access to the Internet, social media, and location-based services has elicited 

important questions about privacy and is an increasingly relevant phenomenon to study. 

My master’s thesis project was a user experience study of a mobile privacy application 

called Burner. Burner provides service to individuals seeking some degree of control 

over their mobile communication by allowing customers to generate barriers to their 

personal number.  

 As an applied project, my thesis research intended to help the Burner team better 

understand the user experience. Through a mixed methods approach, we aimed to 

uncover how, why, and in what contexts individuals use the service. Through analysis, 

we identified both direct, tangible applications and overarching cultural values 

associated with Burner. These findings informed the Burner business strategy and were 

applied to increase customer engagement and retention. 

 As an academic endeavor, this research contributes to existing scholarship in 

computer-mediated communication, privacy, and design. Anthropology embodied my 

overarching framework - its theory, approach, and methodology constituting the 

project’s foundation. Using the anthropological toolkit, I explored how mobile phones in 

general and the Burner app in particular contribute to shifting communication norms. 

Namely, I examined how privacy expectations have adapted to the introduction of 

electronic sociality, and how Burner successfully caters to current privacy concerns. I 

built on current scholarly discourse regarding the interrelationship between mobile 
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phones and the self and investigated how Burner enables users to actively control their 

stage and audience. Likewise, I proposed that entire social spheres and networks can 

be managed through such mobile services. In conclusion, I address the limitations 

inherent in this study and provide a personal reflection on the thesis process. 

 This thesis represents a marriage of theory and practice. The findings have 

successfully been applied to my client’s company strategy and have led to a more 

informed customer approach. In parallel, the research results provide rich fodder for 

discussions about the impact of mobile communication and services. Although our world 

appears thoroughly and perpetually connected, the demand for personal autonomy 

endures. This thesis investigates the relationship among technology, culture, and 

privacy. 
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CHAPTER 2  

DESCRIPTION OF APPLIED THESIS PROJECT 

Primary Client 

 My project had two client affiliations. Annette Antonovic, my primary client, is a 

principal researcher at Cognito, Inc., a qualitative marketing research firm in Portland, 

Oregon. Annette has extensive experience with both qualitative and quantitative 

approaches ranging from early product development, concept testing, positioning and 

messaging, to market assessments (in-store and online sales strategies). She is also an 

online master’s student in the UNT Applied Anthropology program. Due to her position 

as a full-time consultant, the project didn’t align with her abilities at the time, but was a 

great opportunity for another master’s student. Annette shared information about the 

Burner Project with Dr. Susan Squires, the chair for our respective theses, who then 

forwarded the opportunity to me. As the project incorporated my research interests of 

business, technology, and design, I eagerly accepted the proposal. 

 

 As a result, I became a subcontractor for Annette on the Burner Project, which 

culminated in a very beneficial experience. In addition to her role as project advisor, 

Annette has become a mentor to me during the last twelve months. She has offered 

advice on rapport building, research design, qualitative/quantitative tools, and 

presentation of findings for various types of consultancy work. She has also allowed me 

Figure 1.1. Cognito, Inc. logo. 
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to shadow her during some of her projects and has shared her professional “tricks of the 

trade”. As an established qualitative researcher, Annette’s counsel has been invaluable.  

 

Secondary Client 

 Through Annette, I also had the opportunity to work directly with Ad Hoc Labs, 

Inc., who developed Burner, and for whom I evaluated the service. Ad Hoc Labs is a 

private startup based in Los Angeles, California. The company is supported by various 

advisors and investors including Founder Collective, Venrock, 500 Startups, Miramar 

Digital Ventures, TenOneTen, David Cohn, and Scott Rafer. Incorporated in 2012, the 

company currently has eight staff members devoted to business strategy, web 

development, software engineering, and marketing. During this project, I worked most 

closely with Jessica Torres, the Product Marketing Manager for Burner. 

 My relationship with the Burner team was 

highly rewarding. They were invested in the project, 

contributed time and resources to its success, and 

directly implemented its results in their long-term 

product goals. Further, Jessica in particular provided 

needed company and product insight, research 

proficiency, and project solidarity. 

 

  

Figure 1.2. Burner logo. 
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Description of Service 

 In 2012, Ad Hoc Labs, Inc. launched Burner as a service oriented towards 

increasing mobile privacy by providing temporary numbers to their customers. These 

numbers can be modified in terms of duration and data, can be used for voice calling or 

SMS messaging, and can be disposed of (or “burned”) whenever the customer wishes 

to do so. In this way, Burner acts as a “privacy layer” for mobile phones. 

 

Description of Project 

 After its launch in 2012, the Burner app received positive feedback and sizable 

download rates (Aamoth 2013; Burgess 2012; Farivar 2012; Kniss 2013; Wortham 

2012). However, the company wanted to better understand their customer base. In 

spring of 2013, Burner conducted a small-scale exploratory study to understand who 

was using their service (demographics) and why (activities). They conducted 10 open-

ended interviews with current customers and sent out a small online survey (74 

responses). They asked about social media activity, privacy concerns, and mobile 

feature input. Insight from this project was incorporated into their short-term business 

strategy. However, the team wanted to do more research with a more rigorous 

methodology. 

 In spring of 2014, I was invited on board to develop, conduct, and analyze a 

customer needs assessment for the Burner mobile application. In particular, we wanted 

to look at customer segmentation. Burner continued to experience high download rates, 

but individual usage often dropped off after a few weeks. Therefore the Burner team 

wanted to know how to continue attracting customers, but also how to maximize 
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customer engagement to foster long-term usage. In addition, our exploratory 

assessment focused on understanding how the application may or may not meet the 

privacy needs of its customers. Our central research questions included: 

• Why are customers using Burner? 

• How are they using Burner? 

• What is the user experience? 

• How does Burner fit into the consumer’s life? 

• Where are the opportunities for improved customer engagement? 

 The overarching objective for the project was to improve the Burner service by 

more fully understanding how it is situated in the lives of its users. Specifically, we 

intended to explore how the app is used and perceived differently by different usage 

segments. Therefore we targeted three Burner customer segments: low, medium, and 

high frequency users. The segments were defined by Burner through an algorithmic 

score that considered frequency of inbound and outbound texts and calls over a period 

of time1. In better understanding the perceptions and reported behaviors of these three 

groups of users, we intended to develop a more effective long-term business strategy to 

promote long-term customer engagement. 

  

                                                 
1 A score of 1-50 identified “low” users, 51-200 signified “medium” users, and scores of 201 or higher 
were labeled “high” users. 



7 

CHAPTER 3  

PROJECT DESIGN 

Project Overview 

 Increasing our awareness of the Burner customer base required an in-depth 

examination of the user experience. To accomplish this, we developed an 

ethnographically informed research design using mixed methods2. Ethnography is a 

particularly suitable framework for this project, as it emphasizes systematic, theoretically 

grounded cultural exploration. As Handwerker and Borgatti explain, “The goal of 

ethnography is to identify patterns within a sample that are revealed through participant 

responses and behaviors. From these data, the researcher pinpoints areas of external 

validity by measuring the extent that these patterns pertain to the larger population” 

(1998). The Burner Project emulated this model via a research design consisting of two 

phases. The first was a qualitative phase, which involved a series of semi-structured 

interviews. The second took the form of a survey informed by trends identified through 

the interview portion of the study. This approach allowed us to develop quantifiable 

results grounded in our qualitative data. 

 As stated previously, the project was a collaborative process between Annette 

Antonovic, Ad Hoc Labs, Inc. and myself. Methods and survey construction were jointly 

discussed while I conducted the analysis. Analysis was then validated by Ad Hoc Labs, 

Inc. team - particularly Greg Cohn (Burner co-founder) and Jessica Torres (Product 

                                                 
2 I recognize that the methods employed in this study cannot be categorized as ethnography. The 
project’s brevity made long-term, systematic cultural study unattainable. Rather, this study should be 
understood in terms of ethnographically informed approaches. 
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Marketing Manager). The project’s progression was overseen by Annette with regard to 

research design and deliverable development. 

 Deliverables for this project took on three forms: (1) preliminary report (2) final 

report (3) presentation to the board. In each of these, I strove to incorporate an 

increasingly thorough narrative of the customer experience while identifying specific 

areas of recommendation (Mariampolski and Schlossberg 2007). In addition to these 

three deliverables, I held weekly calls throughout the duration of the project with Jessica 

to review our progress and findings. Greg Cohn was often present during these talks. 

Annette, too, maintained involvement via bimonthly email correspondences with me. 

 

Phase 1: Participant Recruitment 

 Participant recruitment for Phase 1 relied heavily on convenience sampling (both 

regionally and demographically). This is due to various factors including but not limited 

to: the project budget and timeline determining our scope; the schedules and traveling 

capacities of the researchers limiting our geographic range3; the high turnover in Burner 

customers resulting in inconsistent user statistics4; and the minimal data collected from 

customers at sign-up restricting our full awareness of customer demographics. 

 Regionally, recruitment was conducted in the cities of residence for Jessica 

Torres and Molly Shade (Los Angeles, CA and Dallas, TX respectively). Using mobile 

location data, Burner customers within the two research areas were prompted by an in-

                                                 
3 While virtual data collection has been shown to be a successful strategy (e.g. Hine 2000), the 
researchers opted for face-to-face interviews. 
4 Although precise usage statistics were not accessible during this project, Burner has remained within 
the top 10 grossing utility apps in iTunes since 2013 and top 100 overall grossing apps in GooglePlay in 
February of 2015. (Graham 2015). 
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app push notification to learn more about the opportunity to take part in the study. If they 

responded, customers were contacted individually by one of the researchers. As an 

incentive for their involvement, participants were given a $150 Amazon gift card for 

completing the interview. Figure 3.1 presents the gender, location, and usage segment 

of each of our participants. For a more complete description of each participant, refer to 

Appendix F.  

 Because current customer demographics were unavailable during this project, a 

fully representative interview population cannot be confirmed. Moreover, most 

demographic information was not solicited during interviews, and cross comparison 

could not be conducted. Nevertheless, the researchers felt that our population was fully 

relevant for three reasons. First, the three target segments were adequately 

represented in our interviews. Six participants were heavy users, seven were medium, 

and four were low users. Second, our participants revealed notable diversity in their 

motivations and reported behaviors related to Burner. Due to the exploratory nature of 

our project, uncovering this breadth of usage was a key component, as evidenced later 

on. Third, observable demographic data was consistent with our survey results. 

Women, for example, made up a smaller portion of our interview population (11.7 

percent) which was similar to our survey data (22.7 percent). The ages of our 

participants ranged chiefly in the 20-45 range, which is also congruent to our survey 

data. Although this is a subjective note, it is intended to demonstrate that our interview 

participants met the objectives of Phase 1 of our study.  
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Table 3.1. Participant Demographics 

Participant 
Pseudonym Gender City Usage Segment 

Ali Male Los Angeles, CA Light 

Brian Male Dallas, TX Heavy 

Chris Male Dallas, TX Heavy 

David Male Dallas, TX Heavy 

Frank Male Los Angeles, CA Light 

Garrett Male Dallas, TX Medium 

Heather Female Dallas, TX Medium 

Ken Male Los Angeles, CA Medium 

Lana Female Los Angeles, CA Light 

Mickey Male Los Angeles, CA Heavy 

Nick Male Dallas, TX Medium 

Oscar Male Los Angeles, CA Medium 

Paul Male Los Angeles, CA Medium 

Rob Male Los Angeles, CA Light 

Samuel Male Los Angeles, CA Heavy 

Timmy Male Los Angeles, CA Heavy 

Victor Male Los Angeles, CA Medium 

 

 
Phase 1: Interviews 

 The two researchers, Jessica Torres and myself, conducted 17 semi-structured 

interviews in total. Within these 17 interviews, we achieved data saturation around the 

fifteenth discussion. In other words, after about 15 interviews, no new information was 

discovered. Rather, our exchanges merely confirmed previous codes and overarching 

findings. Sam Ladner suggests that “it is common in private-sector studies for saturation 
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to occur around 11 or 12 participants” (Ladner 2014:106). In fact, a 2006 study found 

that 92 percent of codes were identifiable after 12 interviews while the overarching 

metathemes could be seen as early as six (Guest et al.). Having a theoretically-

informed, homogenous participant population (e.g. Burner users) and the involvement of 

nuanced research members is especially important in reaching data saturation (Given 

2008). Because we successfully reached the point of information redundancy, our 

sample size of 17 was warranted.  

 Jessica’s MA in communication management proved to be highly advantageous. 

Her literacy in open-ended interviewing techniques, attention to rapport building, and 

familiarity with ethnography enabled both parties to conduct consistent interviews. 

Following the same script, Jessica at Ad Hoc Labs, Inc. conducted eleven of the 

interviews while I conducted six. The interviews I conducted received IRB approval 

through the University of North Texas. All interviews were audio recorded and lasted 

between 45 minutes and two hours, depending on participant availability and 

conversation depth. The 17 interviews amounted to over 25 hours of audio recordings.  

 We asked participants to meet face-to-face in a location of their choosing (e.g. 

home, work environment, coffee shop, etc.). Participants were invited to bring along the 

mobile device with which they predominately use to access Burner services. Each 

interview was conducted in a single session and generally followed the interview guide 

(see Appendix A).  

 The goal of the interviews was to uncover how and why customers were using 

Burner in the broader context of their lives. We accomplished this goal using several 

techniques. First, we aimed to uncover our participants’ mobile communication 
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practices. We wanted to know when, where, and with whom they preferred to use a 

voice call over sending a text message. What role did voicemail play in their lives? We 

had participants explain what they would do if they met someone and wanted to stay in 

touch (would they give a business card, share their email, verbally give their phone 

number, or input contact information into a mobile phone?). We asked them to rank their 

favorite social media apps such as Facebook and Twitter and explain their reasoning. 

All of these questions provided us with a better understanding of participants’ habitual 

mobile communication routines. 

 Next, we narrowed the scope of our inquiry to the Burner application itself. Our 

objective was to discover the role Burner played within the context of users’ broader 

communication patterns. We invited participants to share how they came across Burner. 

Was it by chance, through a friend, or after comparing services? We asked them to talk 

about the reason(s) they originally downloaded Burner and if those motivations had 

changed over time. We encouraged them to describe their first Burner number. Who did 

they contact with it and why? What was their experience like? How long did they keep 

the number? We asked if anything had changed with their second number. Through 

hearing these stories, we became better informed about the initial experiences of these 

Burner users. Because a predominant focus of this research project was to increase the 

Burner customer base, understanding how our participants first acquired the app was 

highly beneficial. 

 Finally, we asked participants to pull out their mobile phones and give us a tour 

of the application. This was an important stage in the interview process because it 
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allowed the researchers to see how users interacted with the app.5 We took note of 

where Burner was located on the phone and asked them to open it. We had them 

describe each of their current numbers and how they used each one. We posed small 

tasks such as creating a new number, changing a voicemail recording, and burning a 

number to see how familiar participants were with the programming options. We also 

asked preference questions to informally measure their favorite, least favorite, and most 

frustrating features. This stage demonstrated on a very basic scale how the 17 

participants interacted with Burner on their mobile phone and what their perceptions 

were. By becoming more knowledgeable in this area, we began address another 

dominant objective of this research project - customer retention. 

 As shown, the interviews in Phase 1 had a three-fold approach. We aimed to 

collect information on how our participants communicated with their mobile phones on a 

day-to-day basis, their first experiences with the Burner app, and how they utilized the 

interface in a general way. In so doing, we could start identifying patterns across our 

participant population and begin to address our overarching research goals.6 

 

  

                                                 
5 While we did observe users interacting with the Burner application, it was a highly artificial experience 
(the researchers were directly prompting the participants in a constructed environment). Therefore this 
should in no way be considered participant observation nor naturalistic observation. 
6However, it is important to note that our interviews were entirely based on reported behavior. 
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Phase 1: Analysis 

 Because qualitative data are inherently “messy”, the next step was to synthesize 

our findings into coherent themes that we could then apply to the quantitative portion of 

our study. To do so, the interviews were transcribed and uploaded to Dedoose 

(app.dedoose.com), an encrypted qualitative coding program. I then inductively coded 

each interview to identify emergent themes. This organic coding process, labeled 

“cutting and sorting” by Ryan and Bernard (2003), has been shown to be an effective 

analysis technique. Ryan and Bernard explain, “By sorting expressions into piles at 

different levels of abstraction, investigators can identify themes, subthemes, and 

metathemes” (2003:103). The Burner team had continuous access to my coding 

activity, as Dedoose is an online service. They were able to witness the progress made 

and reference the codebook I was iteratively developing through the platform. 

 Through coding, I identified 75 parent- and sub-codes and over 1300 tagged 

excerpts (the full code list can be found in Appendix B). The 75 codes were then 

examined keeping our five central research questions in mind. The coding process 

revealed meaningful narratives of the user experience and pinpointed salient thematic 

elements throughout all 17 interviews. This analysis was presented to the client in the 

Preliminary Report. 

 

Deliverable One: Preliminary Report 

 The Preliminary Report (Appendix C) was prepared after Phase 1 of the study 

(Weeks 5-9). This report discussed coding results and emergent trends. It acted as a 

checkpoint for the project to assess what we had learned and how best to continue. 



15 

Specifically, findings from this report directly informed the quantitative portion of the 

study. 

 

Phase 2: Participant Recruitment 

 The survey was uploaded and disseminated using the Qualtrics mobile survey 

tool (www.qualtrics.com) compatible with both Android and iPhone devices. Targeted 

users were identified by the Burner team based on geographic location and app usage. 

Eligible participants were sent an in-app invitation to take the survey. Participants who 

completed the survey and entered a valid email address were awarded 10 Burner 

credits and entered into a drawing for a $150 Amazon gift card. All three usage 

segments (high, medium, and low) were targeted equally.  

Our goal was to receive 100 responses per usage segment. Exceeding 

expectations, the survey invitation generated a total of 828 started surveys and 725 

completed submissions (a completion rate of 87.6 percent). Unfortunately, due to 

Burner logistics, the total number of users contacted is unavailable. Of all contacted 

individuals, the number of users who actually saw the invitation is similarly unknown7. 

As stated in the Participant Recruitment section of Phase 1, comprehensive information 

about Burner customer demographics were unavailable at the time of this study. 

Therefore we cannot make any conclusions about the representativeness of our survey 

sample compared to the larger body of Burner customers.  

 

 
                                                 
7 Burner customers were required to open the app before seeing the survey invitation. If a user was not 
using the app during the week of data collection, they were not able to complete the survey.  

http://www.qualtrics.com/
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Phase 2: User Experience Survey 

 Phase 2 was implemented to test the validity of the findings from Phase 1 

(Handwerker and Borgatti 1998). While the interview data provided rich narratives and 

an in-depth look at 17 participants, the Burner team wanted to see the extent that the 

preliminary findings applied to the Burner user base as a whole. Therefore the themes 

identified during qualitative analysis were used to design a short, confidential online 

survey to be disseminated broadly. 

 The survey was centered around our five overarching research questions, but 

formulated in accordance with our qualitative data. For example, questions about user 

motivations were employed to measure how and why Burner customers download and 

employ the app. Using the responses from our interviews, we were able to offer relevant 

survey options (along with a fill-in-the-blank choice). The results from these questions 

provided ranked feedback that led to important insight into Burner usage. For example, 

our interview participants listed 16 Burner-related activities, but according to survey 

data, only 9 of those applied to 20 percent or more of our survey respondents. 

Therefore Burner can focus their company efforts by keeping only the most important 

activities in mind. 

 The same process was used in obtaining feedback on features (most valuable 

aspects and areas for improvement) and in measuring users’ perceived importance of 

the app (app engagement and life fit). We also included a few questions on 

demographics to learn about what types of people were using Burner (i.e. age, gender, 

marital status, income bracket, and operating system). 
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 The questionnaire consisted of eighteen questions and lasted about five minutes 

when done in a single sitting (the contents of the survey can be found in Appendix D). 

Survey questions varied in form (single choice, multiple choice, scales, and fill-ins) and 

subject (user motivations, areas for improvement, most valuable aspects, 

engagement/life fit, and demographics). 

 

Phase 2: Analysis 

 The survey results were cross-checked with the interview data to uncover and 

clarify any discrepancies between face-to-face and virtual findings. Quantitative data 

obtained during Phase 2 were analyzed using SPSS, a statistical software program. I 

executed frequency analysis, correlations, and statistical clustering with the survey data. 

These can be found in the Appendix E. I then interpreted key findings as they related to 

Figure 3.1. Example of Burner use case. (Photo credit: Burnerapp.com) 
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Burner business strategy. The conclusions from this stage were merged with first stage 

analysis and presented in the final report. 

 

Deliverable 2: Final Report 

 The final report was a written submission that encapsulated all project findings 

with the intention of directly informing future application development regarding user 

privacy and contributing to customer retention/expansion overall. Analysis incorporated 

both qualitative (interview) and quantitative (survey) data and reflected the practices of 

each frequency category (low, medium, and high usage). The final report addressed 

three key themes: 

• Customer motivations: Why and in what contexts customers engage with Burner. 

• The user experience: How Burner is used and perceived by current customers. 

• Opportunities for growth: Untapped potential for product development. 

Because of confidentiality agreements, I am not able to describe the recommendations 

further in this document.  

 

Deliverable 3: Presentation to the Board of Investors 

 At the conclusion of the project, Ad Hoc Labs hosted a meeting with their Board 

of Investors to reveal and discuss the research results. I was invited to come to the 

meeting and present alongside Jessica Torres. The meeting took the form of an 

informal exploration of the research design, key findings, implications, and 

recommended next steps for the company. These recommendations focused primarily 

how to reshape Burner’s business strategy to increase the customer base and improve 
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customer retention. In this way, the research findings in my reports were effectively 

applied to short- and long-term business strategy. 

 

Timelines 

 Figures 3.2 and 3.3 demonstrate the original and final timelines for this project. 

As is evident, the analysis for Phase 1 and the creation of the quantitative survey took 

significantly longer than expected as did the quantitative data collection. Also, instead of 

a conference call to discuss the final report, we conducted an in-person presentation to 

the Board. The effect of these delays was a 3-week extension of the project scope.  

Table 3.2. Original Timeline 

Activity Week(s) Date(s) 

Project Kick-Off. Finalize Proposal and IRB Week 1 April 7 - 13 

Review and Finalize Interview Guides Week 2 April 14 - 21 

Participant Recruiting Phase 1 Weeks 2-3 April 14 - 27 

Fieldwork Weeks 3-4 April 21 - May 4 

Analysis Phase 1, Preliminary Report, and Survey 
Creation 

Weeks 5-6 May 5 - 18 

Quantitative Data Collection Weeks 6-7 May 12 - 18 

Analysis Phase 2 Weeks 8-9 May 26 - June 8 

Draft of Report Delivered to Ad Hoc Labs, Inc. Week 10 June 9 

Review and Finalize Draft Report Week 11 June 16 

Final Conference Call to Review and Discuss End of Week 11 June 20 
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Table 3.3. Modified Timeline 

Activity Week(s) Date(s) 

Project Kick-Off. Finalize Proposal and IRB Week 1 April 7 - 13 

Review and Finalize Interview Guides Week 2 April 14 - 21 

Participant Recruiting Phase 1 Weeks 2-3 April 14 - 27 

Fieldwork Weeks 3-5 April 21 - May 11 

Analysis Phase 1, Preliminary Report, and Survey 
Creation 

Weeks 5-9 May 5 - June 8 

Quantitative Data Collection Weeks 9-10 June 2 - 15 

Analysis Phase 2 Week 11 June 16 - 22 

Draft of Report Delivered to Ad Hoc Labs, Inc. Week 12 June 23 

Review and Finalize Draft Report Week 13 June 30 

Preliminary Presentation Week 13 July 3 

Presentation to the Board Week 14 July 7 - 8 
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CHAPTER 4  

LITERATURE REVIEW 

 In this literature review, I situate the Burner Project within its broader scholastic 

context. I begin by illustrating how anthropology in general and design anthropology in 

particular guided my work. Next, I introduce the concept of technology’s effects on 

cultural processes, revealing my tendency to straddle the divide between technological 

determinism and technological constructivism. I then briefly explore the history of the 

mobile phone and its distinct impact on social processes. Subsequently, I use 

Goffman’s (1973) work to explain how a mobile phone is effectively a medium of 

performance. In establishing this, I broach the subject of privacy and emphasize its 

ambiguity. Finally, I combine these concepts in a short conversation about privacy in 

mobile telephony. In every section, I end with a brief justification for why each 

framework is uniquely suited to the Burner Project. It is my intention that through this 

theoretical review, the reader can successfully contextualize this thesis project in larger 

scholarly conversations on the intersections among culture, mobile telephony, and 

privacy.  

 

Anthropology 

 Anthropology’s emphasis on holism allows for rich exploration into the varying 

factors that affect how we use and understand mobile phones and mobile phone 

services. Indeed, anthropological studies are recognized for their ability to provide 

insight into the broader sociocultural terrain of groups of people (Eriksen 2004; Jordan 

2003; McDonald 2002; Nolan 2003; Okongwu and Mencher 2000) and in sociotechnical 
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arenas (Graffam 2010; Salvador et al 2013; Wasson and Squires 2012). The 

frameworks and methods used in this project stem largely from the field of 

anthropology. 

 However, it is not just our literacy in “culture” that makes anthropology an 

effective vehicle for applied research. It the manner in which we conceptualize it. Martin 

Ortlieb (2009) proposes the distinction between “emergent” and “slippery” culture, which 

may be a useful analogy to employ here. Slippery culture, as Ortlieb explains, is elusive 

and hard to grasp. However, it does exist in a concrete, bounded, and timeless form. 

Only the most skilled anthropologist has the capacity to capture it. Emergent culture, on 

the other hand, can never be fully captured. Its form is ever changing in a fluid and 

entirely unpredictable manner. Emergent culture can only be seen in glimpses, and will 

inevitably vary in form at the next sighting. The documentation of these glimpses is the 

role of the anthropologist, each chronicle adding to our understanding of human 

phenomena. It is the latter perspective that anthropology uses and is arguably what 

makes our discipline successful. Similarly, other scholars have dubbed culture 

“generative” in that it is constantly produced through various means, or “adequately 

fuzzy”, in that it is slightly nebulous (Dourish and Bell 2011; Sunderland and Denny 

2003). We are comfortable with this ambiguity, have no expectation of understanding 

everything, and know that our findings will be neither universally nor perpetually 

applicable. These traits allow us to be honest in our research objectives, relative in our 

study implications, and realistic in our commentary on how and why people think and 

act. 
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 Anthropological theory has been a useful lens for the Burner Project. Theory both 

defines and emerges from all research endeavors. It enables a project to be developed, 

implemented, and analyzed in a coherent manner. In fact, a well-built theoretical 

framework is essential for successful anthropological inquiry (Baba 1994; Hill and Baba 

2000; Wasson 2006; Wilson 1998). As Katheryn Kozaitis explains, “It is the vital link 

between theory and practice that fuels knowledge and must inform action” (2000:53). 

Anthropologists strive to be deliberately self-reflexive about this process. In applied 

work, many have called for a greater emphasis on making our theoretical 

understandings explicit in order to strengthen our position outside of academia (Denny 

2013; Ladner 2014; Sunderland 2013; Sunderland and Denny 2007). In a similar 

fashion, this project endeavors to consciously integrate anthropological theory in its 

overarching frameworks, methodology, and deliverables.  

 Sound ethnography has long been the hallmark of “good” anthropological 

practice. Ethnography is a systematic, theoretically grounded approach to describe, 

interpret, and understand a group’s actions, ideologies, and values (Bernard 1998; 

Handwerker 2001; LeCompte and Schensul 2010; Squires and Byrne 2002; Weinberg 

2002). It is not a singular method but rather a set of methods often including participant 

observation, semi-structured in-depth interviews, and iterative data collection and 

analysis with the intention of understanding an emic perspective. Although our field 

cannot claim ownership nor sole expertise over ethnographic approaches (sociology 

and communication studies, for example, both draw heavily on ethnography), 

anthropology has developed a reputation for our skillful application of them. Our holistic, 
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theoretically robust framework and historical roots in ethnography have positioned us as 

masters of the approach. 

 

Design Anthropology 

 In addition to anthropology as a discipline, the Burner Project draws particularly 

from the frameworks of design anthropology8. Design anthropologists strive to 

contextualize the unique beliefs, practices, and social, political and economic structures 

of user groups within a given product or service. An oft-cited articulation of this process 

is by Susan Squires: “The role of research in the creative process is to discover and 

draw out design implications of real cultural phenomena” (2002:103). In other words, we 

try to combat the universalist logic that one service fulfills the needs of all of its 

consumers (Ladner 2014; Squires 2005; Squires and Byrne 2002; Wasson and Squires 

2012)9. Design anthropology is particularly pertinent in technology design. As Gray 

Graffam explains, “Anthropological research provides a superb foundation for 

investigating the role of technology in society, and as such, it constitutes a valuable 

component of design research” (2010:155). Therefore the Burner Project fits nicely at 

the intersection of anthropology and design.  

 Furthermore, design anthropology subscribes to the understanding of technology 

and culture as mutually constitutive (Forsman and Rojas 2011; Graffam 2010; Latour 

                                                 
8 Design anthropology should not be seen as divorced from anthropology generally. Rather, it is a 
particular (and successful) application of the anthropological toolkit to product, service, and organizational 
development. 
9 Design anthropology can be used in systems/organizational development as well: designing better 
infrastructures, manufacturing efficiency, communication resources, and strategies for successful 
teamwork. However, the Burner Project focused specifically on product development and the remainder 
of the discussion will be tailored to this endeavor. For a cogent comparison between these two arenas, 
look at the chapter dyad by Ensworth and Rijsberman (Jordan 2013). 
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2005; Rijsberman 2014; Sunderland and Denny 2003, 2007; Wasson and Squires 

2012). We believe that a product is not merely a transaction between buyer and seller 

but a continuous interplay of socially embedded, symbolic meanings and behaviors 

between objects and services, users, producers, and culture(s). As Cefkin explains, 

“What is important is not just what people produce but how they do so” (2009:15). 

Therefore in developing a product or service, design anthropology looks both at how a 

user interacts with the commodity and how that commodity simultaneously modifies the 

user’s worldview.  

 Another key characteristic of design anthropology is its hybridity. Implicit in its 

title is the synthesis of research and informed product modification. As Wasson and 

Squires explain, “Anthropologists are renowned for their capacity to understand local 

practices and cultural understandings, integrate theory and practice, innovate 

methodologically, and produce appropriate and effective deliverables” (2012:259-260). 

 Further, successful design anthropologists also understand their role as creating 

value for the brand as a whole. This means that research implications can directly 

address development in all areas. Results can be tailored to not just design but also 

business strategy, marketing techniques, and company principles, because these 

aspects directly influence how the product is perceived and assigned cultural meaning 

(Cefkin 2009; Dourish and Bell 2011; Flynn 2009; Sunderland and Denny 2007; 

Wasson 2000). Finally, the anthropological advantage includes our ability to “change 

the conversation” by challenging how clients perceive their customers, their product(s), 

and their business value (Nafus and anderson 2009:149). Anthropologists in design 

arenas are valuable due to their ability to identify inconsistencies between designer 
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perception and the user’s lived reality. As Sam Ladner explains, “The private-sector 

ethnographer’s essential point of departure is simple: the meanings consumers ascribe 

to products are not a “given”” (2014:25). 

 Design anthropology was a major influence in the creation and implementation of 

this study. The Burner Project was devised to better understand how the application fits 

into the lives of its users with the ultimate goal of developing a better product. To do so, 

we targeted customers who used the mobile app at various frequencies, for distinct 

activities, and with differing intentions. In other words, we tracked the behaviors, beliefs, 

and symbolic structures of Burner users. At the conclusion of the study, one of the key 

outcomes was a modification of the Burner app to better promote specific usage 

behaviors and therefore cater to various cultural models.  

 

Technology and Society 

 The debate between technological determinism and technological constructivism 

is pertinent to the use of mobile telephones. Does technology predetermine the 

perceptions and actions of users and therefore prescribe social structures and belief 

systems? Or is it the cultural beliefs of the users that define and shape technology use? 

 The perspective taken by this study is a middle ground between these two 

extremes - as is often the case in anthropology. Technology here is understood as 

something that defines what someone can do through its design parameters. However, 

within those bounds, human agents can choose to adopt, adapt, and interpret to the 

extent that they wish. Technology is designed to fit into our worldview but 

simultaneously helps to define it. As Julia Gluesing explains, “Technology and society 
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continuously coevolve” (2013:27). Examples of such social innovation have been 

extensively documented (Barendregt and Pertierra 2008; Bijker 1995; Castells et al. 

2007; de Souza e Silva and Frith 2012; Fujimoto 2005; Hine 2000; Katz and Acord 

2008; Katz, Lever, and Chen 2008; Katz and Sugiyama 2005:79; Tamaru and Ueno 

2005). The overarching cultural systems are oriented accordingly. In her book When 

Old Technologies were New, Carolyn Marvin explains, “New practices do not so much 

flow directly from technologies that inspire them as they are improvised out of old 

practices that no longer work in new settings” (1988:5). Current communication patterns 

have adjusted, for example, by redefining face-to-face scheduling norms, forms of 

courtesy, reciprocity, and social cues (Castells et al. 2007; Ling and Yttri 2002; Katz and 

Aakhus 2002; Marvin 1988). In another instance Licoppe and Smoreda discuss how the 

mode of communication itself (e.g. email versus text) has become a transmitter of 

culturally understood meanings (2005:319). 

 My compromise between deterministic and constructive viewpoints is not novel. 

Indeed, Katz and Aakhus’ (2002) Apparatgeist theory endeavors to combine the 

opposing “folk” and “expertise” models into a coherent whole in which technology both 

fits with and defines an overarching worldview. They explain, “We do not just see mobile 

phones as a narrow way to achieve a specific purpose. Rather, they are both utilitarian 

and symbolic” (Katz and Aakhus 315). Ito et al. devote their edited volume to arguing 

that, “technologies are both constructive of and constructed by historical, social, and 

cultural contexts” and against “the analytic separation of the social and technical” 

(2005:6). Castells et al. similarly explain that technologies are only successful to the 

degree that they are congruent with preexisting social systems (2007:27). Others have 
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iterated the same concept (Katz 2006; Marvin 1988; Pellegrino 2011). Therefore the 

stance taken in this thesis project is a generally accepted model regarding the interplay 

between technology and society. 

 

Introduction to the Mobile Phone 

 Mobile communication has been eagerly embraced since the debut of the first 

mass produced mobile phone in 1992. Between 2005 and 2013, mobile telephone 

subscriptions expanded worldwide from approximately 34 to 95 per 100 inhabitants 

(ITU:2013b). In 2013, the United States alone boasted over 300 million active contracts 

(ITU:2013b). Consequently, the impact of the mobile phone on social structures is a 

central area of study (e.g. Castells et al. 2007; Greif et al. 2011; Ito et al. 2005; Katz 

2006, 2008, 2011; Katz and Aakhus 2002; Licoppe 2004; Licoppe and Smoreda 2005; 

Ling 2008; de Souza e Silva and Frith 2010, 2012). 

 While the true effects of mobile telephony vary widely across cultures, social 

consequences have been a reoccurring theme in related scholarship. Specifically, 

mobile phones facilitate the continuous creation and maintenance of social ties with 

those not in direct geographic proximity10. This phenomenon has been termed 

“perpetual contact” (Katz and Aakhus 2002), “possible communication” (Campbell 

2008), “connected presence” (Licoppe 2004), “relentless connectivity” (Castells et al. 

2007), “absent presence” (Gergen 2002), and “mutual reachability” or “seamless webs 

of quasi-continuous exchanges” (Licoppe and Smoreda 2005), among others. 

Furthermore, widespread use of the mobile phone has forced us to renegotiate our 

                                                 
10 The Internet provides the same function and debuted in the mid-1990’s as well. 
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communication practices in both co-present and device-facilitated situations (frequently 

dubbed "m-etiquette" or "mobile etiquette" in scholarship) (Castells et al. 2007; Crabtree 

et al. 2003; Lacohee et al. 2003; Licoppe and Heurtin 2002). The Burner Project is 

nicely situated at a point in time where the social effects of the mobile phone are a topic 

of concern, interest, and enthusiasm.  

 Additionally, although some argue that such pervasive adoption of mobile 

telephony has eroded social norms and led to social degradation (Turkle 2011), others 

suggest that it has heightened efficiency, autonomy, and self-empowerment (Castells 

2008; Katz 2006). Katz and Aakhus (2002) contend that the coveted aspect of mobile 

telephony is not the ability to reach others but the ability to control others’s access to 

you. This notion is reflected in the popularity of the Burner app as a strategy to control 

interpersonal communication. 

 

The Mobile Phone as Performance 

 To begin to discuss the effects of mobile telephony in general and the 

implications of mobile applications such as Burner in particular, I draw from Goffman’s 

(1973) theory of life as a performance. In simplified terms, to Goffman, life is a stage. 

We, as individuals, continuously perform certain “roles” as we interact with each other. 

A performance takes place in a given setting that involves a front stage (where the 

performance is enacted) and a back stage (accessible only by performers and 

identifiable by the performer’s ability to come out of character). These areas are defined 

by the performer(s), supported by the physical design, and upheld by audience 

member(s).  
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 Because Goffman wrote this compelling framework well before the mass 

adoption of mobile telephony, its implications for modern day communications have 

been a popular topic. Vincent (2011) argues that the mobile phone blurs the line 

between front stage and back stage performances as individuals can be more engaged 

with those physically absent while relatively apathetic to those in close proximity. Katz 

and Aakhus’ (2002) work also reflect a softening of the public/private boundary. 

 However, mobile phones also enable individuals to separate different audiences 

and therefore control the environments of their performances. Goffman suggests that 

design itself (the decorator of a building, in his analysis, the form of a mobile phone or 

capabilities of the Burner app in mine) can manifest “front stage” and “back stage” 

arenas11. Likewise, this project found that study participants used Burner as a utility to 

manage audiences. The app allows an individual to designate numbers to particular 

(groups of) people. The user can then successfully perform the role of the property 

owner on one number and the role of a poker buddy on another. Further, the ability to 

eliminate these numbers after the desired communication period has expired reinforces 

the argument that Burner is a means of audience management. 

 

Privacy 

 The world is witnessing technological changes at unprecedented rates that 

directly affect the way we understand and behave in regards to privacy. In the last 

century and a half, the telephone, phonograph, electric light, television, personal 

                                                 
11 According to Goffman, interactions outside of face-to-face contact constitute a “weak” audience and 
performances become more difficult to maintain. However, he wrote before ubiquitous mobile 
communication had become reality, which surely influenced his standpoint. 
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computer, Internet, and mobile phone have been pioneered, refined, and mass 

produced. However, as some scholars have noted, there is often a time lag between 

such technological innovations and our social adaptation to them (Crawford 2014; 

Horowitz 2011). Privacy norms, for example, continue to be challenged by the 

integration of mobile devices into everyday life. Burner promotes itself as “the privacy 

layer for the smartphone era, giving users the power to take control of their 

communications and personal data” (http://burnerapp.com). Burner’s success12 

indicates that such a"privacy layer” is a coveted service. Understanding the concept of 

privacy was, therefore, essential to my research. 

 Pinpointing precisely what privacy is, though, proved difficult. In prior research, 

privacy has been associated with the right to be left alone, secrecy, intimacy, limited 

access to the self, control over information, and protection of personhood (for an 

excellent overview of the most common interpretations, see Solove 2008). However, the 

most successful attempts at defining privacy begin by clarifying that privacy is not one 

thing, but rather a socially defined, continuously evolving, context-specific brokering 

between parties (Katz 1990; Palen and Dourish 2003; Solove 2008; de Souza e Silva 

and  Frith 2010, 2012). Further, privacy represents a social value that is constantly 

negotiated (Dourish and anderson 2006; Ferguson 2001; Fife and Orjuela 2012; Katz 

1990; Palen and Dourish 2003; Solove 2008). My analysis adopts danah boyd’s (2011) 

understanding in which privacy is not simply the personal control of information but 

rather the ability to exercise individual agency while fully understanding one’s social 

environment. Applied to Burner, individuals are aware of potential privacy breaches 
                                                 
12 Burner has remained a top grossing utility app since its debut in 2012. Exact subscription rates are 
unavailable. 
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when using their personal phone number and utilize the app in an effort to mitigate the 

possibility of privacy infringement. 

 It is important to note that the bulk of my analysis was centered on social privacy 

as opposed to institutional privacy13. Social privacy refers to privacy strategies tailored 

to mitigating potential privacy breaches in the social realm (e.g. unwanted dissemination 

of information to groups/individuals), while institutional privacy refers to strategies that 

respond to anxiety about business or government access to personal data (Raynes-

Goldie 2010).  

 In some cases, social and institutional privacy breaches occur simultaneously. 

The “privacy paradox” (expressing concern about privacy infringement without taking 

initiative to protect oneself) is an example of this issue. (Barnes 2006; Norberg et al. 

2007). A typical example of the privacy paradox is the teenager who publishes personal 

information on social networking sites but who becomes upset when those intimate 

details are shared with unintended parties (e.g. government entities, marketers, and 

parents).  

 Conversely, studies have shown that individuals actively protect their social 

privacy (boyd and Hargittai 2010; Raynes-Goldie 2010; Young and Quan-Haase 2014) 

which is inconsistent with the privacy paradox. In these cases, individuals are not only 

concerned about potential privacy breaches but also take actions to avoid them. My 

research revealed that in many cases, Burner customers used the application to 

                                                 
13 Although some of our study participants reported that they use Burner to maintain their institutional 
privacy (e.g. on job applications or online contests), they were also largely aware that the app did not 
protect against other related privacy concerns (e.g.phone carriers collecting location data). Therefore 
Burner was predominantly used by individuals to sustain a degree of social privacy.  
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deliberately avoid personal privacy infringement. Burner was seen as a utility that 

facilitated social (and institutional) privacy preservation. 

 

Privacy in Telephony 

 Privacy and telephony have been a controversial combination since the phone’s 

invention in the late 1800s. As geographic proximity became unnecessary for 

conversations in real time, co-present social norms were adjusted accordingly. In 

particular, privacy conventions were challenged and forced to adapt. The landline 

telephone opened up the domestic household to outside entities, potentially 

endangering family secrets. Personal discussions could be carried out remotely and in 

secret, which disrupted the traditional public/private divide. Relationships could be 

developed without visual cues, threatening to defy customary symbols of class. In other 

words, “Electrical communication made families, courtships, class identities, and other 

arenas of interaction suddenly strange” (Marvin 1988:64). 

 The addition of the telephone into the domestic sphere, for example, created 

anxiety about maintenance of family privacy and structure (Marvin 1988:68). Allowing 

external parties to be present within the confines of a home (albeit electronically) was 

worrisome and sparked debate among many. Access into the private sphere was 

considered an intimate event and request for entry into that sphere by a potentially 

unfamiliar individual was generally unwelcome. However, this unease has abated 

significantly, as evidenced by the nearly 70 landline phone subscriptions per 100 

Americans in 2000 (ITU:2013a). 
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 Furthermore, the telephone made possible certain activities that were previously 

unattainable. Initiation of clandestine sexual relationships, for instance, threatened to 

undermine moral standards and reconfigure courting and marriage boundaries (Marvin 

1988:70). Visual markers of class, too, became undetectable due to lack of co-presence 

(86). Therefore human agency (together with the telephone’s parameters) could be 

used to circumvent face-to-face norms, which was perceived as a risk to personal 

privacy and established social practices. Nonetheless, society once more has adopted 

new interaction criteria to cope with such risks. 

 A century later, in the 1990s, the introduction of Caller ID to the general populace 

posed a similar threat to society. Opponents to the service argued that by displaying a 

caller’s phone number, their privacy rights were being breached (Case 2000; Ferguson 

2001; and Katz 1990). Remaining anonymous was assumed to be the right of the caller. 

Following this precedent, phone companies continue to offer the option of remaining 

anonymous during telephone conversations. However, as we can see a few decades 

later, sharing one’s number when placing a call is largely accepted by society. Indeed, 

our practices have readjusted insofar as blocked or unknown numbers are often treated 

with mistrust. As Katz explains, “People have adapted to the door peephole, a 

technology quite analogous to Caller-ID” (Katz 1990:398).  

 As new technologies proliferate, societies will produce uses both consistent and 

dissident with each technology’s original intentions (Katz 1990:399). To maintain 

personal privacy, individuals in the late 1800s would opt out of publishing their phone 

numbers in public directories (Marvin 1988:104). In the case of Caller ID, circumvention 

services such as Spoofcard, Asterisk, and FreeSWITCH were developed to enable 
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users to conceal their number during phone calls (Lesk 2014). In a more recent study by 

Jordan Frith, individuals deliberately misrepresented their location on their mobile 

FourSquare application to maintain a degree of social privacy (Frith 2015). Discussions 

of privacy control on social networking sites such as Facebook also address this 

phenomenon (boyd and Hargittai 2010; Raynes-Goldie 2010). These examples of 

“digital deception” indicate that personal information has become “an actively managed 

component of social life” (Dourish and Bell 2011:156). We utilize our human agency to 

handle technological metamorphosis.  

 It is my intention here to demonstrate how communication technologies have 

continuously challenged social models of privacy throughout history. Nevertheless, we 

have successfully accommodated these changes through social innovations and by 

redefining cultural practices. The Burner application represents this adaptation process. 

Seen as a way to protect one’s number as the mobile phone becomes more 

synonymous with personal identification (Fortunati et al. 2003), Burner enables users to 

successfully reclaim some control over social privacy.  
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CHAPTER 5  

FINDINGS 

 Due to the nature of this exploratory project, many of our conclusions were 

directly applied to product and marketing development (e.g. whether different customer 

usage segments prefer texting or voice calls). While I have included these findings in 

the appendices of this document, I have chosen to focus this thesis on an exploration of 

more macro-level phenomena revealed through this study. In so doing, I have focused 

on the six user-identified cultural values supported by Burner. Discussion of these six 

values, which were identified through the qualitative portion of the investigation, 

integrates analysis of study participants’ personal narratives, their specific application 

behaviors, and relevant scholarship.  

Figure 5.1. Example of Burner use case. (Photo credit: Burnerapp.com) 
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 The key finding from this research project is that Burner users often distinguished 

how they used the application (a tangible exercise) from why they used the application 

(a more nuanced logic). In the case of Burner, an individual may visibly use a Burner 

number for dating, for example, but their deeper justification in so doing may include 

interpersonal mistrust in the individual, a desire to compartmentalize their contacts, an 

inclination toward reserving their personal number for intimate relationships, and/or 

protecting personal safety.  

 As Bourdieu explains, “The procedures of practical logic are rarely entirely 

coherent and rarely entirely incoherent” (1990:12). People act not according to a 

stringent set of ironclad rules, but rather a fuzzy set of contextualized understandings. 

Through the Burner Project, we were able to disentangle these contextualized 

understandings and separate the how from the why.  

 This distinction is an important one. Meaning shapes how a product is used, 

understood, and fit into life stage, social structure, and self. Through the Burner Project, 

my client wanted to increase customer engagement and retention. In understanding the 

cultural meanings of Burner as perceived by our current user base, we were able to 

fortify and expand the cultural value of the app. Additionally, knowing what users viewed 

as the tangible applications of the service allowed us to further tailor Ad Hoc Labs, Inc.’s 

business strategy to those activities.  

 Our qualitative data revealed six predominant cultural values for Burner 

customers: (1) keeping your personal number private, (2) communicating safely with 

strangers, (3) managing separate spheres, (4) ensuring anonymity, (5) controlling one’s 

social network, and (6) avoiding annoyances. It is important to note that each of these 
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categories mutually overlap. However, by conceptualizing our findings in this way, we 

were able to make conclusions regarding how customers attribute value to Burner 

services. Each theme is explored more extensively in the following discussion.  

 

Theme 1: Keeping your Personal Number Private 

 Keeping your personal number private was considered the primary benefit of 

Burner across all three usage segments (high, medium, and low). Thirty-five percent of 

respondents in each segment appreciated the privacy of their mobile phone number 

over the remaining 5 cultural values associated with the service. 

Especially like weird people you meet at the club, like in Hollywood, like New 
York and or something, and they’re just like, weird. Like not even Facebook, I 
would just give them like, a Burner, for example, because that’s just convenient. -
Rob 
 
Sure, I wanted, again, I was buying and selling cars and I wanted a way to keep 
my number private. I had no idea I was going to just start buying throw away 
phones. -David 
 

 For our participants, Burner was understood as a distancing mechanism. The 

app was perceived as a safeguard for one’s personal mobile phone number and, as a 

result, the lives attached to it. For Rob, even sharing Facebook information was too 

intimate. He’d much rather give out a Burner number to someone he didn’t know. David, 

similarly, wanted to disassociate his customers from his personal phone number. In 

other words, Burner acts as protection for one’s personal number and therefore one’s 

self. 

 This aligns with previous works discussing the association between mobile 

phone numbers and personal identity. Many scholars have noted that the mobile phone 
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is not just a utilitarian device but rather a factor in identity negotiation (Castells et al. 

2007; Cohen and Wakeford 2003; Dourish and Bell 2011; Fortunati et al. 2003; Goggin 

2008; Katz and Sugiyama 2005; Pellegrino 2011; Nafus and Tracey 2006). Dourish and 

Bell explain, “Information technologies provide new ways to turn identity into an actively 

managed component of social life” (2011:156). Even the iPod was seen as a device that 

represented the self, enabling a user to carry her “auditory identity in the palm of her 

hand” (Bull 2006). Burner customers were able to capitalize on the utility of the app to 

preserve their control of their personal identity. 

 Moreover, over 30 percent of our survey respondents reported having their 

mobile phone number for at least ten years, while approximately 55 percent of 

respondents reported number ownership for five years or more. This indicates that 

number longevity is prevalent for mobile customers. Additionally, over half of our 

respondents reported being 35 years old or less - suggesting that maintaining access to 

one’s mobile phone number is especially important for younger generations.  

 Historically, we can see a corollary between increasing mobile subscription rates 

and number preservation. Within a few short years after the launch of mobile phones, 

people began to campaign for their right to their personal phone number when changing 

wireless carriers. In response, the Federal Communications Commission (FCC) initiated 

the Telecommunications Act of 1996 which allowed people to migrate their number 

without suffering substantial charges. Eight years later, 5.4 million people had 

participated (Pelofsky 2004). Moreover, in 2003, the FCC sanctioned individuals to 

transfer their home phone numbers to their cellular devices. These policy amendments 

demonstrate the changing role of the phone number. Individuals are gaining increased 
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rights related to number retention in response to a growing interrelationship between an 

individual and their phone number. 

I can use the fake number and not have to worry about it being attached with my 
real phone number…do you know what I mean? That’s really all it is. -Timmy 
 
[If] I have to change my [mobile phone] number, like that is a big deal. My mom 
has that number and all kinds of contacts, blah blah blah. I need to keep my 
original number for a lot of reasons.  
-Samuel 

 
 What is more, Burner allows individuals to interact at a distance on various 

platforms including mobile phones, social media, and online services. Burner acts as a 

buffer between users and other parties - indeed a "privacy layer” for phones. As 

discussed previously, the ability to contact and be contacted at any time has modified 

our grasp of time, space, and social norms. As Castells explains, “We now have a 

wireless skin overlaid on the practices of our lives, so that we are in ourselves and in 

our networks at the same time. We never quit the networks, and the networks never quit 

us” (2007:448-9). Not participating in these overlapping networks carries dire social 

consequences (boyd and Hargittai 2010:3; Katz 2006:11, 2011:1). 

First of all, if my number is going online it’s always the Burner number that I’m 
putting on the Internet. Even if it’s a Facebook group or something kind of local I 
always put my Burner number. -Nick 

 

 As is evident in this discussion, study participants valued Burner for its ability to 

protect access to their personal phone number. Unwanted contact through their mobile 

phone was perceived by some as an intrusion into their privacy. This perception 

dovetails with a growing scholarly consensus on mobile phones and phone numbers as 

identity-shaping phenomena.  
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Theme 2: Communicating Safely with Strangers 

 Our interviews revealed a notable mistrust in new interpersonal relationships. 

Study participants frequently used Burner as a tool to evaluate the legitimacy of an 

individual before allowing them access to their personal number. This strategy was used 

for friendships, romantic relationships, sales, and future business ventures. It was also 

implemented to protect safety on both individual and family scales. 

I can’t tell you how many times that I’ve had issues with people on Craigslist 
where they come in and offer you twenty dollars for something that you are trying 
to sell for one hundred and you tell them no, “I’ll take eighty”. Then they get mad 
at you. I’ve had people texting me cussing at me and I’m like “really?” But stuff 
like that is so much easier to avoid when you can just burn the number and put a 
new one up there to keep it going. -Nick 
 
It’s just…when you meet people off the Internet first, you just have to make sure 
they are…I don’t know, not crazy. That’s really all it is. -Timmy 
 
So I guess… I guess if I’m comfortable with you, doesn’t matter what kind of 
situation, if I’m comfortable with you then I’ll give out my real number. If I’m not 
really comfortable then I probably won’t. Or it could be like, I’ll give you my fake 
number and once I get comfortable, then I’ll give you my real number. -Ali 
 

 Over 20 percent of respondents in each segment ranked safe communication as 

the primary benefit of Burner. As shown here, the app was employed as a safeguard to 

distance potentially harmful individuals from oneself. It was also used to assess the 

character of new contacts before integrating them into one’s personal sphere. In fact, 

many of our interview participants explained that it was not uncommon to share their 

personal phone number with someone once a degree of rapport had been built through 

their Burner number. Our study found that one of the central advantages of Burner is 

that it can act as a supplemental security measure for its users. 
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Having something like this kind of gives you a total level of security that you 
couldn’t have otherwise. -Victor 
 
It’s a great safety measure, especially for, I guess male or female. You don’t 
have to worry about giving (in a dating environment) giving out your number and 
it being abused. – Heather 
 

 The sentiments of our research participants parallelled the conclusions reached 

by mobile communication scholars. Mobile technologies have been shown to increase 

personal safety and therefore independence (Katz 2006, 2008, 2011). Katz (2006) 

posits that the use of the mobile phone has led to heightened efficiency, autonomy, 

mobility, and self-empowerment. He explains that in particular, mobile telephony has 

enhanced security for women, improved safety measures for the elderly and disabled, 

advanced medical and police emergency procedures, increased parental control, and 

made public places safer. As Katz suggests, “On balance, the telephone has clearly 

done far more to liberate humanity than to enslave it” (2006:130). Burner, then, is an 

application that can further the safety benefits of the mobile phone. 

 

Theme 3: Managing Separate Spheres 

 Individuals also used Burner to proactively separate their social spheres. Many 

times, this took the form of business versus personal spheres. In this scenario, the 

“business” sphere was often realized through the Burner app, while the personal 

number was reserved for close friends and family. Conversely, it was equally common 

to have the Burner app represent personal interactions, while the mobile number was 

associated with business ventures. 
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It’s just, it’s primarily people that I have short term interactions with. So, a lot of 
times if it’s in my business stuff and it ends up being a long term thing I give them 
my actual number. -Nick 

 
 Another recurrent dichotomy was the private versus public separation. Similar to 

the business/personal binary, the public/private distinction associated particular 

activities with the Burner app, but these activities were unrelated to profit-making 

endeavors. In some cases, Burner acted as the “private” front not associated with an 

individual’s mainstream behaviors and activities. Oscar, for example, used Burner to 

order pizza, sign up for online trials, and run soft credit checks. He saw Burner as a way 

to separate these activities from his “real” number and therefore “public” self. In other 

cases, Burner was used for the “public” front while the personal phone number was 

reserved for private material. 

But it just integrates with my lifestyle you know? I kind of have one crazy night life 
and life by day. After this, I’m going to go up and shower and get in a suit and 
you know, be a whole different person. -Oscar 
 
My normal number? Well I really, really, really use this number, unless like, this 
[personal number] is like my family phone. Like if I know it’s out of the family, 
non-blood and blood. So I know if I get a missed call on [my Burner number] then 
I know it’s somebody I don’t have to worry about. You know trying to call in to 
harm, like calling to hurt my feelings. If that makes sense. -Chris 

 
 Further, the ability to generate multiple Burner numbers enabled users to 

maintain separate spheres within the app itself. Individuals may have one Burner 

number set aside for job applications and another to give out to people they meet at the 

bar. This strategy was frequently used for those in retail. Property owners, for example, 

would dedicate a separate number for each of their properties in order to quickly 

determine the motivation of the caller. This behavior was shown by Craigslist sellers as 
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well. David, for example, would assign each vehicle or vehicle part a number and then 

burn it after it was sold. 

I like being able to compartmentalize. Right? So the fact that I can, that it says 
“couch” you know that’s my “couch” number. And it pops up, right? Like yeah 
yeah it pops up and it says “couch”. - Ken 

 
 Through interviews, the ability to maintain separate spheres was exposed as a 

critical advantage for Burner users. Interestingly, the high usage segment valued this 

aspect significantly more than its counterparts (15.9 percent for high usage versus 7.8 

percent medium and 8.8 percent low). One interpretation of this pattern is that lower 

usage customers may not be familiar with all of Burner’s features or applications, and 

therefore have not developed a specialized task for Burner. Another conjecture is that 

because the separation of social spheres is one of Burner’s primary advantages, 

individuals who capitalize on that feature are inherently those that use the app most 

frequently. Nevertheless, these comments are mere speculation. Further exploration on 

this topic would be valuable. 

 As illustrated, the participants in this study manipulated the capacities of Burner 

to better manage their relationships. Sunderland and Denny report similar findings in 

their study of tech-savvy individuals: “Technology was being harnessed to ensure the 

functional and symbolic separation of cultural spheres of private and public, work and 

play, human and machine” (2003:190). Other studies in mobile telephony have shown 

that such adaption strategies have correlated with an active brokering of multiple public 

faces (Fortunati 2006; de Gournay 2002:196; Pellegrino 2011:54). In fact, some 

scholars argue that identity negotiation itself has become somewhat fragmented due to 

the multiple personas we exhibit through technology (Cachia and Haché 2011:224; 
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Nakamura 2007; Turkle 1995). This dialogue has also been incorporated into studies of 

location-based social networks (LBSN) in which individuals selectively disclose location 

information to manage their presentation of self (de Souza e Silva and Frith 2012).  

 This discussion aligns closely with Goffman’s frontstage/backstage framework 

(1973). Our study revealed that Burner is used to manage audiences by first 

distinguishing those whom an individual contacts on their personal number versus those 

they contact through the application. Users can then create multiple “secondary” 

numbers which are further assigned to specific individuals, groups, or activities. When a 

call or text comes in from the Burner application, the individual is able to modify their 

frame of reference to successfully perform the role demanded by that audience. This 

was seen as a central benefit and helped the researchers to conceptualize how 

customers allocate value to the app. 

 

Theme 4: Ensuring Anonymity 

 Remaining anonymous emerged as another cultural value of the Burner 

application. Anonymity was perceived as a convenient aspect both generally and for 

specific activities - like playing pranks on friends. 

I’m into anonymity and having a little bit of censorship, so being able to just like 
dispose your number. - Oscar 

 
If it’s not for jokes then I can’t even think of anything of what I would [use Burner 
for]. -Ali 
 
I like to use Burner to, pretty much to remain anonymous a lot of times. -Frank 

 
 There were also many applied justifications for wanting to remain anonymous 

including fact checking and privacy. Heather, for example, used the application to verify 
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her suspicion that her husband was cheating on her. Frank, on the other hand, used 

Burner numbers with different area codes to see if other real estate agents offered 

consistent prices for their properties. In these contexts, anonymity is an important 

benefit of Burner. 

I found out like the next day that he had been living with another woman for 
several months, was devastating, but for a while he had said he could only 
receive emails on his phone, but not texts or phone calls or, something was 
wrong with his phone, so I wanted to see if that was true. So I did, I sent him a 
text and he responded. - Heather 
 

 Sharing information or resources anonymously was another way to utilize Burner.  

Once Heather had confirmed that her husband was being unfaithful, she used the 

application to contact the woman who was having an affair with her husband to inform 

her that he was, in fact, still married. Other individuals used the app in a similar fashion. 

So the main reason I use Burner is because, for a couple things. I’ve wanted to 
like contact folks in the media. Anonymously. Like anonymous tips. And I didn’t 
want any way that it could get tracked back to me. -Garrett  
 
Like you know sometimes I send money to my brother or another friend. So like 
on a money gram transaction I’ll put my Burner number. You know? Just so it’s 
not like linked to me or whatever. So I’ll do that sometimes. So yeah I think what 
it’s kinda been is my anonymous transaction for whatever. - Brian 
 

 Finally, an important discovery was that Burner customers valued the application 

because it was explicitly independent from all other social networking avenues. 

Therefore Burner was perceived as a non-social utility. In other words, the application 

was revealed to be a personal utility, not one that should be oriented toward 

communicating with other Burner users. When asked if adding a social option to the 

application (e.g. “find others around you who use Burner”), the feedback from our 
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interview participants was uniformly negative. Adding support to this finding, application 

integration and social features were the lowest ranking features to change or add 

according to our mobile survey. 

I think the beauty of Burner is the anonymity. And if you start to cross that divide 
and try to engage with people at too much of a personal level, if you begin to 
erode that anonymity, and it’s kind of, it’s unique in a product in that way. - 
Garrett 

 
 Furthermore, individuals often avoided letting others know that they used the 

application, either in co-present situations or when giving out their Burner number. 

There was an awareness that proactively guarding one’s number and therefore 

communication patterns was somehow unorthodox. In this way, customers felt that 

Burner was a non-social service both internal and external to the application itself. 

Interviewer: And first of all where is [Burner] located on your phone? Can you 
show me? 
Heather: Oh, I hide this bitch. 
 
And I actually delete the app pretty regularly… You know. Just, I mean it’s a 
random app on my phone. I mean. Someone might ask “Why do I have a Burner” 
You know phone. And I may not have a good reason. So I delete it. Actually a lot 
of the time. -Brian 

 
 Burner has adapted to the contemporary cultural terrain by creating a solution to 

the public’s growing privacy concerns. In so doing, it has become a coveted mobile 

service. As other scholars have noted, successful technology products will need to 

incorporate privacy matters into their development (Dourish and Bell 2011). James 

Katz, for example, suggests that the increase in tracking technology (e.g. GPS and 

caller identification services) has prompted a demand for technology-facilitated 

surveillance evasion (Richtel 2004).  
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 According to our findings, however, demand for surveillance evasion may be 

intermittent. The need for anonymity was significantly more important for low and 

medium usage groups than for the highest usage segment. In this case, while users 

recognize that Burner provides the valuable service of unidentified communication, they 

may remain infrequent users of the app while having fully met their service needs. 

Garrett, for instance, downloaded Burner to contact a particular individual in the media 

about a particular media story. Once his information was shared, he had no additional 

need for the service. While further in-depth research on this topic would benefit our 

understandings, it is clear that Burner successfully addresses the need to be 

anonymous, among other privacy demands. 

 The use of Burner to remain anonymous is an interesting caveat in the 

discussion of mobile telephony. While much current scholarly discourse centers around 

“connected presence” (the ability to reach anyone at any time) it is also important to 

note that we can also do so facelessly. Surely Burner’s success demonstrates the 

demand for this capability. Anonymous communication is in no way novel - consider 

Solove’s (2008) exploration of written communication and blackmail, Marvin’s (1988) 

discussion of ambiguous identities produced through the telephone, and Lesk’s (2014) 

lip service to caller ID spoofing. However, it is notable to trace how our society is 

currently adapting to technology in order to contact one another incognito. 

 

Theme 5: Controlling One’s Social Network 

 Burner customers indicated that the ability to control the nature of their 

communication patterns was another predominant value. In particular, they sought to 
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control the means (the number) and the duration (the lifespan of the number) of their 

accessibility. In other words, the application was perceived as a tool for social network 

management. 

Have you ever given your number to somebody and they just don’t, you don’t 
want them to call but they always call? And it’s like… But see they do that on 
Burner, you burn their number and they can’t call you. -Timmy 
 
Because it’s a very good way of keeping a nice barrier between people that you 
don’t know, that you want contacting you. - Ken 
 

 All three usage segments ranked social network control fifth out of the six 

categories. Nevertheless, it was a reoccurring topic within interviews. The quantitative 

portion of the study reinforced its importance. This theme clearly echoes the sentiments 

in theme 1: keeping your personal number private and theme 3: managing separate 

spheres. However, the distinctions between each theme are important to note. While 

theme 1 emphasizes the close association between phone numbers and identity 

negotiation, theme 3 discusses the ability to create activity-based social categories with 

the application. theme 5 highlights the ability to manage one’s social network as a 

whole. This discussion targets the more specific functions of personal autonomy and 

individual control over relationships. 

So people who have my real number are people that I’ve reached out to. And like 
I know are healthy for me. And the people who have my Burner number are 
solely people, I don’t use it to play with people I use it to figure out my own shit. 
So solely people that are not disposable in a sense but that are yeah disposable 
and I shouldn’t have them in my life. - Lana 
 
You can kind of have your privacy managed, what little privacy that we have left, 
managed at the levels that you want to keep it at, you know?  Kind of, like, you 
know, keep it, piecemeal like, “Hey, I want you to know this much about me, or 
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get in contact with me this way,” and, like, not be able to get in contact with me 
this other way. - Victor 

 
 Robin Dunbar has famously argued that there is a cognitive limit to our social 

network, and that this boundary is directly correlated to brain size, specifically the 

neocortex (Dunbar 1993). Based off of his original work with non-human primates, 

Dunbar demonstrated with English Christmas card senders that our relative neocortex 

size limits our close social networking to approximately 150 members 14(Hill and Dunbar 

2003)15.  

 It could be argued, then, that Burner users employ the app to create layers of 

closeness in their social network. As communication among individuals becomes more 

accessible through the rise of social media (consider the proliferation of social media 

platforms in the last decade: MySpace, Facebook, LinkedIn, Twitter, Foursquare, Tindr, 

Grindr, Whatsapp, Snapchat, etc.), it may be increasingly necessary to regulate one’s 

innermost social network. Burner could be a strategy for such regulation.  

 In fact, this type of social network regulation in mobile phones was observable as 

early as 2004 (Wasson et al.). In a study conducted at the University of North Texas, a 

Design Anthropology class paired with Microsoft to better understand how 18-24 year 

olds make their mobile experiences personally meaningful. The researchers found that 

while storage capacities on mobile phones enabled sizable contact lists, the participants 

                                                 
14 Dunbar maintained that the value is merely an upper limit and does not oblige an individual to fill the 
150-ish available social network seats nor prescribe the types of relationships (eg kin, friends, or 
colleagues) (Dunbar 1993). Although we’re certainly able to claim more than 150 friends (take Facebook 
for example), we have a limited ability to claim intimate ties (Bennett 2013). Further, while we’ve been 
able to maintain much larger groups (nation-states) he says that these groupings are not particularly 
stable and that we’ve adapted social norms (class structure) to allow us to interact with each other without 
developing personal relationships (Dunbar 1993). 
15 For alternative values and methodologies of social networks, see Killworth et al. (1990). 
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in their study actively developed strategies to better manage these growing networks. 

Contacts were often divided into potential and established relationships, the latter 

frequently taking the form of family, work, and friends. Ringtones and picture 

assignments were also used to indicate incoming communication. The project’s final 

report explains that, “Grouping contacts is a reflection of how the subject envisions their 

particular social network and how these groups are ranked indicates the different levels 

of access that the subject assign relationships within their own lives” (42). Burner can 

be seen as another strategy to successfully index these larger social networks. 

 To support this theory, I’ll explore a little further into “Dunbar’s Number”. While 

we may have an upper limit to our intimate social network, Dunbar posits that we also 

have a hierarchy of intimacy - dubbed by Dunbar as “circles of acquaintanceship” which 

reflect familiarity and emotional closeness (Dunbar 2010). In other words, our central 

circle contains 3-5 members, a larger but still emotionally close circle contains 12-15, 

and a band-like formation of 35 members (Dunbar 1998). Burner can facilitate the 

formation and maintenance of these concentric circles of acquaintanceship.  

 Similarly, scholarship in mobile telephony has shown that individuals use their 

mobile device to reach a small handful of people (ten or less). Ling et al. demonstrate 

that “the median number of different texting partners is only about five persons” 

(2012:288). Ito and Okabe explain that despite having extensive mobile address books, 

web-phone users generally contacted five or fewer individuals with their devices 

(2005:264). This pattern has been attributed to a weakening of loose ties and the 

strengthening of intimate ones through the use of mobile phones - a phenomenon 

dubbed “telecocooning” (Habuchi 2005), “social selectivity” (Matsuda 2005), “bounded 
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solidarity” (Ling 2008), and “full time intimate community” (Nakajima, Keiichi, and Yoshii 

1999), among others. 

 Furthermore, the mobile phone itself is often seen as a more intimate mode of 

communication than other forms such as email (Campbell 2008:160; Davison 2013; de 

Gournay 2002:203; Katz and Aakhus 2002; Miyata et al. 2005:159). As Fortunati 

explains, “The purpose of the mobile is to be reachable not by everyone, but only by 

those with whom we want to communicate - intimate friends or selected others whom 

we want to contact us” (2004:51). Ito parallels this sentiment in saying, “While new 

communication technologies offer the possibility of an expanded range of partners and 

means of communicating, most communication gets channeled into a narrow and highly 

selective set of relationships” (Ito 2005:10). One of the most coveted factors of mobile 

communication is the ability to control reachability, not necessarily the ability to reach 

others (Castells et al. 2007; Katz and Aakhus 2002; Matsuda 2005:123). 

 In other words, research on mobile phone behavior correlates well with Dunbar’s 

thesis. We restrict intimate mobile connections to a limited number of people, regardless 

of the total amount of people we know. The mobile phone functions to maintain 

relationships with a select group rather than to manage relationships broadly. Burner, 

then, can be seen as a utility that helps us to manage our communication patterns and 

control our social networks. 

 

Theme 6: Avoiding Annoyances 

 Lastly, we found that individuals use Burner to avoid annoyances. Participants 

often associated third party data collection practices with irritation. Unwanted 
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communication from other individuals was also mentioned. In these situations, Burner 

acted as a buffer between overly enthusiastic parties and the user. 

I’ll try not to use my number. Because I suspect that’s how I used to get all those 
soliciting phone calls. It’s, I really, really don’t like that. - Brian 
 
I’m more concerned about getting spam calls. Which you know, on my regular 
numbers I do sometimes. So that’s been the big thing. I think that the main 
reason I like using Burner number on something like Craigslist is because there 
are bots that go through and just strip numbers so they can call you. -Paul 
 

 This finding aligns with a central thesis in the book, Mobile Interfaces in Public 

Spaces by Adriana de Souza e Silva and Jordan Frith (2012). The authors explain that 

as we consume more and more information, it is increasingly necessary to develop 

filtering mechanisms to manage our attention. Mobile interfaces such as Burner “enable 

users to selectively interact with their surroundings” thereby making our information 

consumption manageable16 (de Souza e Silva and Frith 2012:102). Katz incorporates 

this notion in his discussion about mobile applications: “Devices will need to fulfill 

intelligently the users’ social needs by helping them stay in contact with those who are 

socially meaningful while helping them to avoid those who are boring or socially 

pernicious” (2006:178). Our research has demonstrated that Burner has effectively 

done so. 

No. I just don’t…if I ever had to change my number because some whack job got 
my number and wouldn’t leave me the fuck alone…like I don’t want to have to 
change my number. I’d rather just delete it and go away or whatever. So that’s 
what’s really cool about Burner. - Samuel 
 

                                                 
16 de Souza and Frith focus their thesis on mobile phones as interfaces to physical stimuli. Nevertheless, I 
find it valuable to apply their contention that the mobile phone acts as an information filtering mechanism 
more broadly. 
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Like when you go to certain web pages and they ask you for like information and 
you’re like, “okay”, and you can just click “no”. Like if I were to use, I’d probably 
use a fake number there, just because I don’t want anybody soliciting to me, so I 
would use a fake number there. -Heather 

 
 Mitigating inconveniences is yet another cultural value users attribute to the 

Burner application. On an interpersonal level, the app allows one to cut ties with anyone 

who is taking advantage of one’s time, energy, or resources. In the larger systems 

framework, individuals are able to take part in certain online activities without worrying 

about maintaining their institutional privacy. It should be noted, though, that only a 

handful of respondents (less than 5 percent) used the application predominantely to 

avoid annoyances. 
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CHAPTER 6  

DISCUSSION 

 As demonstrated in the preceding chapter, our interviews found that users 

attribute cultural meanings to Burner. In particular, we identified six themes in our 

qualitative data: keeping your personal number private, communicating safely with 

strangers, managing separate spheres, ensuring anonymity, controlling one’s social 

network, and avoiding annoyances. These themes revealed the overall cultural values 

and practices that shaped how our study participants understood and used Burner. 

 In addition to the broad cultural logics and practices that people enacted in their 

use of Burner, our interview data also identified specific activities of Burner users. We 

identified 28 concrete activities using data from the 17 interviews. In an effort to simplify, 

we pared these down to the 16 most popular activities for our survey, namely: 

• Dating  

• Meeting people 

• Buying or selling things  

• Joking or playing pranks 

• Substitute for landline or secondary phone  

• Signing up for services/trials 

• Filling out forms online  

• Mobile banking 

• Professional business 

• Online forums 

• For an alternative area code 
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• Just to have it 

• To avoid using carrier plan 

• Dealing with questionable people 

• As a disguise 

• Questionable activities  

We discovered that respondents reported using the app for an average of 2.5 different 

activities. Findings showed that more than 60 percent of customers had a specific 

situation in mind when they initially downloaded it. A marketing plan encompassing this 

diversity of usage would be complex. We needed to direct the business strategy at 

Burner’s core values. 

 Therefore we focused our attention on the symbolic properties of Burner. 

Recognizing these values allowed us to better conceptualize a successful business 

strategy. In this way, for example, we could target the serial dater, the Craigslist seller, 

and the businessperson together by accentuating Burner’s ability to compartmentalize 

one’s life and therefore “maintain separate spheres”.  

 These cultural values also reflected trends presented in mobile telephony 

scholarship. Users indicated, for instance, that there is a connection between their 

personal numbers and their identities. This correlation has emerged since the turn of the 

twenty-first century and continues to be an important theme in investigating the social 

effects of mobile communication. The phone has also been argued to facilitate personal 

and community safety, enable the management disparate public and private “faces”, 

evolve into a surveillance evasion mechanism, and act as an effective information filter - 
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all of which surfaced through face-to-face interviews and survey responses as important 

benefits of the Burner app.  

 As stated earlier, findings from this research project were presented to Ad Hoc 

Labs, Inc. in three stages - preliminary analysis, final report, and board presentation. At 

the conclusion of this 14-week study, the Burner team had developed a clearer 

understanding of the user motivations and behavior related to the application. They 

were then better equipped to develop a more coherent branding strategy and could 

translate the value users perceive in their service into specific product modifications. 

The presentation of such conclusions here are left intentionally vague. Due to company 

confidentiality, I am unable to share the specific applications of my study findings. I do, 

however, hope that the discussion offered in this thesis has successfully explored key 

themes in mobile telephony as it relates to the Burner application. Furthermore, I hope 

to have showcased an effective anthropological study that produced concrete benefits 

for the various stakeholders and generated fodder for continuing anthropological 

discourse relating to these themes.  
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CHAPTER 7  

STUDY LIMITATIONS 

User Representation 

 The most predominant limitation of this study may be the uneven distribution of 

operating systems and usage segments among our study participants, which may have 

resulted in a partially skewed interpretation of the data. For example, all 17 interviews 

were done with iOS users. The absence of a perspective from Android users may have 

affected survey construction and therefore outcomes. Further, iOS owners represented 

nearly 90 percent of survey participants while Android users only accounted for 12.3 

percent of survey participation. Usage segments were similarly disproportionate. Over 

half of the survey data were submitted by High Usage users with only 14.1 percent of 

submissions from Medium Usage. Such variance should be taken into consideration 

both in reading this report and during future investigations17. 

 

Qualitative Possibilities 

 The qualitative portion of this study could have been bolstered given more time. 

Allowing the initial interview phase to be a more iterative process may have provided 

the researchers more opportunity to better target the study questions. In other words, 

adding a second phase of interviews before the quantitative data collection with an 

edited interview guide may have been beneficial. Similarly, adding a round of 

concluding interviews to focus on key themes (e.g. how willing individuals are in 

incorporating Burner more fully into their day-to-day lives) could be a valuable addition. 
                                                 
17 Due to confidentiality and a highly variable customer base, statistical comparisons to the Burner 
population as a whole are unavailable. 
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Due to the circumstances, however, the researchers felt they were able to reach a 

“saturation point” with the data collected using the original interview guide. 

 

Survey Completion Rates 

 Another factor that may have influenced our analysis is survey completion rates. 

In order to maximize data validity, partially completed surveys were not considered 

during the quantitative analysis (partial submission n=103, completion rate = 87.6 

percent). Integrating partially completed surveys may have generated slightly modified 

results, including the potential to even out the response imbalance of operating systems 

mentioned above. As in most research projects, greater response rates would reinforce 

our study findings. However, the feedback we did obtain exceeded our expectations by 

over 400 submissions (total survey n=725).  

 

A Note About Resources 

 It is very tempting to cite lack of time and resources as a major limitation to any 

research project. However, I propose to follow Blomberg’s framework: “The ability to 

deliver value in terms recognizable by the corporations who sponsor the work is not 

principally gated by these factors of time and money, but instead by the relationships 

developed within these corporations through which ethnographic insights and 

sensibilities can have impact” (2009:221). While I do think that allowing more time to 

digest, adapt, and collect our data and study tools may have produced a more rigorous 

study, I do not think that the final takeaways would be drastically divergent. 

Furthermore, I think that a longer, more intensive study may have been 
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counterproductive in this particular setting. The Burner team wanted a fast-paced, well 

developed research approach that could produce meaningful results in parallel with 

simultaneous user experiments. By using more resources, more time, or a combination 

of the two, the efficacy of our conclusions may have been displaced. Furthermore, as I 

stated elsewhere, the success of the client/consultant relationship was the singular 

advantage of the Burner Project. 

  

Figure 7.1. Example of Burner use case. (Photo credit: Burnerapp.com) 
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CHAPTER 8  

PERSONAL REFLECTION 

 The Burner Project was an incredible opportunity to experience in real time how 

applied anthropology intersects with industry. I developed a better understanding of how 

to manage client relations, create and implement a successful research project, work 

under economic, temporal, and spatial constraints, and generate deliverables that would 

facilitate action. It was also an occasion for reflexivity. In the following discussion, I will 

consider some of the significant aspects of the thesis process. I will also offer some 

comments regarding the limitations of this study. This dialogue will incorporate my 

expectations and my experiences in conjunction with relevant scholarship. 

 

The Team 

 In his handbook on effective consulting practices, Block states, “Effective 

implementation requires internal commitment” (1981:18). I found this to be one of the 

most important pieces of advice for my research project. It is only through a 

collaborative, committed, mutually beneficial relationship with your client that “real” 

research success happens. I was lucky enough to have such a relationship with my 

client during this exploratory study. 

 Throughout the Burner Project I worked closely with Jessica Torres at Ad Hoc 

Labs, Inc. She had great enthusiasm for the project, which resulted in a highly 

collaborative research experience. Furthermore, her background in Communication 

meant that integrating a qualitative section in the study was one of her main priorities. 

There was no need to explain why incorporating a well-built, qualitatively-informed 
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methodology would be an integral first step to a successful project. It also meant that 

she had experience with interviewing methods and was able to take part in the research 

alongside me. This shared participatory approach led to an ability to jointly discuss 

methods and analysis, which improved the influence of our findings and applications.  

 Jessica also acted as a gatekeeper into the Burner culture. Brigitte Jordan’s 

discussion regarding the advantages of having an “insider” as a research partner 

parallels my experience: “Speaking company language, and knowing what the 

company-relevant issues were, Monique was invaluable in interpreting some of my 

more opaque observations, and in helping to identify my own cultural preconceptions” 

(Jordan with Lambert 2009:107). Due to the rapid nature of the Burner Project, having 

an insider partner was invaluable (LeCompte and Schensul 2010:123). Furthermore, 

having Annette as an ally was equally beneficial. Our shared history as UNT 

anthropology students paired with her extensive practitioner experience allowed me to 

glean important insights that directly strengthened the research project. This 

collaborative approach, more than anything, contributed to the success of the project. 

 
The Timeline 

 When I became aware of the opportunity to work with Burner, I was also notified 

of their significant time restrictions. Their expectation was to design, conduct, analyze, 

and present the study in eleven weeks18 (a large portion to be done during the last 

weeks of spring semester). This seemed analogous to the speed of light when 

compared to traditional anthropological study - the Malinowskian approach to participant 

                                                 
18 The project was extended to fourteen weeks due timing issues during the quantitative phase.  
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observation. While at first glance I saw this as a limitation, I began to realize that it was 

actually an opportunity to experience anthropology in practice - and indeed it was. 

Qualitative data collection took less than three weeks while the quantitative portion was 

completed in one week. Analysis and translation (from qualitative findings to survey 

creation and from survey findings to product takeaways) took up the majority of the 

timeline. Nevertheless, due to the fortunate structure of the rest of the project (e.g. team 

cohesion and project flexibility), the time limitations were manageable and able to 

produce quality results. 

 

The Project 

 Overall, I am very pleased with the way the research design turned out. We were 

able to collect 17 interviews and arrive at a point of data saturation. The interviews were 

transcribed and coded to reveal emergent patterns. Using this information, we were 

able to create an 18-question survey that effectively pinpointed our study objectives 

while aligning with our qualitative data. The survey received high response rates,19 while 

our analysis led to actionable insights. Overall, I feel we utilized a theoretically-informed, 

methodologically strong approach and incorporated iterative collection and analysis 

practices as the project allowed. This design seemed to be the ideal setup given our 

economic and time restrictions. As Jordan and Lambert explain, “The underlying issue 

is always: what are the best questions that need to be answered, and then, not what is 

the best possible method, but rather the best method under the given conditions” 

(Jordan with Lambert 2009:110). 

                                                 
19 We were expecting 300 total mobile survey responses and received over 800. 
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The Presentation 

 The Burner team asked me to help present the study findings to their Board of 

Investors in July. This was a very valuable undertaking for me for a few reasons. The 

first is that I was able to meet face-to-face with my client and experience their 

environment, their team, and their working relationships. Secondly, it was an opportunity 

to work with Jessica to transform our research results into actionable insight. As I 

discuss in the Project Roadblocks section, this translation process was the most difficult 

for me. Naturally, translation is also the most important aspect of the research project 

(Denny 2013:139; Ladner 2014; Wasson 2000). As Ladner explains, “We don’t fail 

because we are not intelligent or erudite enough; we fail because we don’t present our 

stakeholders with engaging material that will improve their ideas” (2014:160). Jessica 

showed me how to pare down an 80-page, statistics-filled report into a powerfully 

concise 20-slide deck.  

 Finally, I was able to witness the discussion that took place regarding the study 

results. Within a few hours, the findings I presented alongside Jessica were translated 

into actionable modifications to product and brand by both the investors and Burner 

employees. Being relatively new to the app, my suggestions were naturally broad. The 

presentation, however, allowed these broad trends to be directly applied to business 

models (marketing, pricing, target segments, service plans, etc.). Therefore I was able 

to attend two face-to-face “data pruning” sessions which helped to clarify my 

understanding of how to generate and present worthwhile deliverables.  
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Future Plans 

 The Burner Project was conducted alongside two pricing/service experiments 

with new customers. Within the next few months, Burner is hoping to use the same 

survey we created for my project to be disseminated among other study participants. 

Their data will then be compared to the Burner Project data to identify any significant 

trends or disparities between the groups. Therefore the takeaways from this small 

project will continue to be applied in the near future. I may be involved in the analysis of 

these usage segments. 

 

Roadblock 1: So Much Data! 

 One limitation I quickly realized is that data can be a revealing factor, but too 

much can skew understanding. As Jordan and Lambert explain, “It may be easy to 

collect masses of data. What is not easy is to figure out what the data mean. This 

requires pattern analysis and an ability to turn findings into actionable results” (Jordan 

with Lambert 2009:128). Qualitative coding was done to reveal extensive and varying 

themes. Picking the most salient of these themes was a complex process because (1) I 

was effectively an outsider to the Burner team and the app itself which meant identifying 

significant patterns was difficult, (2) The goal of theme identification is intended to guide 

action, but this translation process wasn’t obvious to me (e.g. how cultural value directly 

inform pricing schemes?), and (3) Dividing data into directly applicable and not 

applicable results means that a lot of the rich, deep insight is lost. Weekly conversations 

with Jessica helped to affirm that the preliminary analysis was pinpointing important 

areas for Burner.  
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 Similarly, with the quantitative data, I oscillated between feeling like there were 

too many significant trends to track and feeling like all I was doing was creating 

meaningless frequencies and correlations. It is a hard balance to let the data speak for 

themselves while maintaining a clear study objective. However, as Ladner notes, “The 

goal is never to achieve “the numbers”, but to achieve the explanation of your 

participants’ cultural practices” (2014:50). The statistics, I had to remind myself, were to 

verify that the salient themes identified in the qualitative stage resonated for the larger 

population.  

 

Roadblock 2: A Lone Researcher I Wasn’t 

 Although the collaborative aspect was one of the most advantageous aspects of 

the Burner Project, a roadblock that I didn’t foresee was the amount of time it takes for 

an action to get approved within a company - even with an eight-person company like 

Ad Hoc Labs, Inc., I was frequently reminded that this project wasn’t “my” project, nor 

was it a project between myself and Jessica. It was a company-wide endeavor that had 

consequences across the board including employees, customers, investors, and 

company vitality. Therefore decisions were made carefully and often slowly, and 

progress proceeded correspondingly. This is a reality I suspect is ubiquitous in 

anthropological consulting. 

 

Roadblock 3: The Client Doesn’t Actually Know What They Want 

 When I turned in my final 81-page client report to the Burner team, I was anxious, 

excited, and exhausted, but I was very happy that it was submitted. Two days later, I got 
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an email explaining that the report was “awesome” but after reviewing the data, there 

were a few more correlations they wanted me to explore. After completing these 

additional statistics and sending them off, I got a second similar email. And a third. This 

may be considered corporate “chameleonizing” or “requirements creep” (Jordan with 

Lambert 2009:104) Although I had executed the first report up to their expectations, 

they were eager to continue extracting data and exploring different avenues. My point 

here is that the client doesn’t always know what they want, and one of the researcher’s 

objectives is to tease that out of them - the earlier the better (Ladner 2014). Of course, 

another factor is that the client’s goals will invariably get modified along the way.  

 

Roadblock 4: Life After The Project 

 One unforeseen aspect of the client relationship is that the “end” of a project is 

truly that - the researcher role has been completed. Any follow-up on the use of the 

data, analysis, or recommendations is largely hidden from the consultant. While I 

understood that this was to be expected, I failed to truly expect it. As one scholar notes, 

“Working as a third-party contractor can leave you blind - or at least pretty myopic - at 

both ends of the engagement” (Brun-Cottan 2009:169). This is slightly disappointing 

both because as a researcher, one is constantly mindful of research implications and 

because one has developed a successful relationship with a group of people that has 

become, for all intents and purposes, inactive.  
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Roadblock 5: Ethics 

 The relationship between anthropology and ethics has been tumultuous at times 

(Fluehr-Lobban 2003). It was not until 1963 that the SfAA pronounced a code of ethics 

and not until 1970 that the AAA followed suit. The relationship between applied 

anthropology, not to mention business-centric anthropology is additionally messy. As I 

began this explicitly applied project with the objective of increasing the success of a 

product and consequently the revenue for a company, I was cautious. It was only after 

many class discussions, one-on-one chats with my advisors, and the support of various 

practitioner articles that I became comfortable with the approach.  

 As Wasson (2000) explains, design-related research is not inherently evil, but 

instead an ethical decision on the part of the researcher to carefully decide what types 

of products and services they want to be involved with. This sentiment has been 

repeated at various other instances, notably Nolan (2003) and Ladner (2014). As an 

individual who considers herself hyper-aware of privacy issues, the utility of an 

application that would generate privacy protection strategies was something I supported 

(and continue to support). Furthermore, I was pleased to be working for an independent 

start-up company that showed strong team cohesion and an enthusiasm for its (single) 

product. Finally, I was excited to be a part of a team that encouraged flexibility, 

collaboration, and innovation. Once I realized that profit generation could be used to 

promote socially beneficial services and practices, I recognized that the ethical dilemma 

I originally perceived was in fact a non-issue.  

 An unanticipated ethical issue, however, did arise during the course of my 

fieldwork. As we began to talk to our 17 participants, it was evident that some users 
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were employing the Burner app in morally ambiguous ways (such as cheating on 

significant others). While these examples were a small proportion of the overall sample, 

there were some indications that the service was being used for questionable activities. 

This was personally disconcerting. Was my research indirectly supporting activities I did 

not agree with? As Johnston states, anthropologists have an obligation to both avoid 

causing harm and to consider social contracts (2010:244). In discussing this difficulty 

with my advisor, Susan Squires, she explained that while social innovation is generally 

a positive aspect of new technologies, it can also be innovated unfavorably. My role as 

anthropologist was to observe these behaviors and communicate them to my client. An 

important discussion did ensue relating to user perceptions and branding strategies, 

and related findings were incorporated into their long-term goals.    
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INTERVIEW GUIDE 
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This is a general overview of the talking points the researchers intended to cover in 
each interview. In order to maximize rapport with participants, the researchers strove to 
maintain a natural flow of conversation. For this reason, question duration and depth 
varied with each interview. 
We want to answer: How does Burner fit into their lives as a whole? We ask questions like… 

• Can you talk about your cell phone? When do you use it? Why?  
• What are the top 5 apps you use everyday? (e.g. Twitter, Instagram, Burner, 

Facebook, Clash of Clans, etc.) At what times? How frequently? 
• When you sign up for a new service or app what method do you normally use for 

sign up? Email vs. Facebook/Twitter vs phone number? How do you feel about 
those? (listen for privacy concerns)   

• Can you show me apps you use every day for communication? Notice which apps 
and where they are on user’s phone. Ask for additional context about who they 
contact (inner vs. outer circle) if they don’t mention. 

• How do you generally feel about phone numbers? Calling vs. texting? (listen for 
any clues about privacy concerns)  

• Tell me about what you do when you meet someone? (listen for different 
contexts, for example dating potentially connecting on Facebook, vs. professional 
contact adding on LinkedIn or exchanging phone numbers) 

• How often do you give out your phone number? How do you feel about that? 
(listen for privacy concerns, and  

• How often do you get someone else’s phone number? If you get someone’s 
number what do you do with it? Use it right away? Put in your address book? 
(again, listen for clues about privacy concerns. Also, inner vs. outer circle 
differences)  

• Do you use voicemail often? How do you feel about it?  
• In what contexts do you use your Burner numbers versus your personal number? 

When do you use your phone vs. other forms of communication/connection? i.e. 
when is a phone number not the right vehicle? 

• How important is having private numbers Burner for you? Would you be a 
significantly impacted if you didn’t have access? In what ways?   

• Do people you know use Burner? Who? 
• Do you think that these people use it for the same reasons that you do? Can you 

expand on that? 
• Have you talked to friends and family about this app? Would you mind explaining 

further (who, why, in what contexts, how often, etc.)? 
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We want to answer: Why and how are customers using Burner? We ask questions like… 
• Can you talk about how you came across Burner? If you were searching for it, 

why did you choose Burner over another competitor?  
• What was your primary goal when you downloaded it?    
• Can you talk about the first Burner number you created? (why, when, how, etc.) 

Did you do any initial testing with your number, like texting yourself or calling 
someone? Did you mainly use voice calling or texting? With multiple people or 
just one? 

• Do you think the way you use Burner has changed over time? Can you talk to me 
about that a little more? What have you predominantly used Burner for in the last 
3 months?   

• If Burner were totally free would you use it differently? How? (listen or probe for if 
they would use more numbers, or if they would increase the amount of usage 
without usage restrictions)  

• Currently, who do you mostly contact with your Burner numbers? Do you use the 
messaging or voice calling more? Can you discuss this further?   

• How many numbers do you think you have used? How often and why do you burn 
them? Can you expand?            

• When is the last time you used a Burner number? Can you talk with me about that 
a bit? The last three times?      

We want to answer: What is the user experience? We ask questions like…   
• Would you mind bringing up the app on your phone? (notice which screen it’s on, 

which applications it’s next to, how many numbers are uploaded, etc.)   
• What would be your normal workflow? Can you show me how you normally use 

the app? (inbound activity vs. outbound, observe how they click through the app) 
• Using the Service: Can you walk me through the process? (ask them to text me) 

How easy do you find this process to be? Do you have any ideas to make it 
better?  

• Discuss the different features. 
• Do you normally use one number at a time or multiple burners at one time? Tell 

me about how and why.  
• Do you allow Burner to access your contacts? Send you push notifications? 

Access your microphone? What about access to other apps, do you normally 
allow all permissions? (listen for privacy concerns)  
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• Credits: How many credits they have. When did they buy these credits? How 
often do they use them? How easy is it to purchase more? Are the packages 
offered a good fit for their usage?  

• Add Number: Which package do they usually select? Why? Discuss the each one 
and what situations they may use those for. Have they every used “mini burner”? 
In what context? Was it successful? Why or why not?   

• Current Numbers: If there are multiple numbers, ask to talk about each one. In 
what contexts does the customer use which numbers? Which area codes do they 
choose? Are they the same? Ask about these selections. How often do they track 
the expiration data? Does the data or the time usually expire first? Have they ever 
“extended” a number? Can they describe this/these situation(s)?   

• Side Menu: How often do you click on this menu? When you do tap on it, what 
are you doing? 

• Miscellaneous: What are the best aspects of this app? Can you talk about these 
further? Are there features that you don’t particularly care for? Why? What could 
Burner do to improve your experience?  

Concluding remarks 
• Is there anything I didn’t bring up that you’d like to talk about?  
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CODE LIST 
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Below is a list of all of the codes accompanied by their descriptions. Each coding 
frequency is indicated in the parentheses following the code title. Sub-codes are nested 
under parent codes via an indented bullet. Codes are listed in alphabetical order. 
 
• Best Aspects (0): PARENT CODE ONLY Highlights what consumers have identified 

as the most valuable aspects of the app.) 
• Ease of Use/Design (16): Citations of application simplicity, ease of use, and 

design factors 
• Function: Privacy Layer (33): Explicit discussion of how Burner works. Creating 

a privacy layer, disguising phone numbers, burning effectively, etc. 
• Misc. (8): Misc. benefits 
• Numbers (5): Discussion of number flexibility. e.g. burning, creating, and 

preferences (may overlap with function) 
• Value/Price (17) Positive comments about package pricing and service value 

• Call vs. Text vs. Email (57): Discussion regarding in what contexts an individual 
employs a phone call versus texting versus email 

• Cell Phone Usage (General) (25): Discussion on how an individually generally uses a 
mobile phone 

• Competition (36): Comparison to competitors such as Google Voice, or other similar 
applications 

• Devices (5): Applies to discussion of iPads, laptops, and desktops 
• Engagement (2): Answers to the question "How can Burner better engage our 

customers?" 
• Feelings: Personal Phone Number (15): Discussion of how individuals perceive their 

personal phone number/mobile phone 
• Friends and Burner (43)  Usually refers to answers to "Do you know anyone that 

uses Burner" and/or "How would you describe Burner to someone else" 
• Future Plans (14): Conversation about how an individual plans on using Burner in the 

future 
• Gaps in Consumer Knowledge (0): PARENT CODE ONLY Areas where 

confusion/questions/opportunities for clarification have been identified 
• Company Policy (11): Discussion regarding confusion with topic such as what 

type of data the company has access to and what they do with that data, what 
“burning” actually does, etc. 
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• Current Set-Up (7): Confusion in how the individual interacts with the app during
the interview

• Features (27): Confusion regarding the available features and capabilities
• How it’s used by others (7): Situations where the individual isn’t sure of how

Burner is used by others
• Menu Navigation (8): Confusion regarding operating menu items

• Good Quotes (92): This is a general category that highlights especially interesting,
concise, or relevant quotes

• Hypothetical: If Burner Wasn’t Around (10): Answers to the question "If Burner
wasn't around, how would it impact you?"

• Hypothetical: If Burner Were Free (17): Answers to the question, "If Burner were
free, would you modify the way you use the application"

• Hypothetical: Long Term vs. Short Term (21): Answers to the question: "If you had a
choice between one long-term unlimited number and multiple short-term numbers,
what would you choose?"

• Landline versus Mobile (10): In what circumstances does an individual use a
landline versus a mobile phone

• Multiple Mobile Phones (13): Discussion about customers using multiple phones to
accomplish similar goals that Burner service provides

• Other Communication Apps (21): Explicit answers to the question, "What apps do
you use for communication purposes?"

• Facebook (27): Discussion about how individuals use Facebook
• Google Hangout (1): Conversation about how individuals use Google Hangout
• Instagram (2): Any feedback on Instagram use
• LinkedIn (4): Lip Service to LinkedIn
• Misc. (11): Other communication application mentioned
• Online Dating (9): Online dating apps mentioned such as Tinder, Match, and

OKCupid
• Twitter (2): Any feedback on Twitter usage/perceptions

• Phone Type (16): iPhone or Android
• Privacy Questions (24): Mostly pertinent to Molly's interviews. Answers to questions

such as "What does privacy mean to you" and "how do you feel about your mobile
phone and personal privacy"

• Set Up (0): PARENT CODE ONLY How does the consumer navigate the application?
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• Burner Access (44): Applies most frequently to "Do you allow Burner to access 
your contacts/microphone or send you push notifications?” 

• Buying Credits (6): Describes the process of buying credits. Specifically, which 
menu(s) and button(s) the individual uses 

• Location on Phone (11): Where is Burner located on the phone? 
• Menu Items (14): Applies most frequently to "Do you ever use the side menu” 
• Numbers (34): How are numbers set up? Are they named? If so, how? 

• Sharing Phone Numbers (General) (38): Discussion about how numbers are 
exchanged generally (outside of Burner)  

• Sharing: Burner vs. Personal (33): In which contexts to individuals share their 
Burner number versus their personal number? 

• Signup Preference (9): Applies to the question "When you are signing up for a 
service online, do you use Facebook, Twitter, or email?" 

• Social Media Privacy (22): Any discussion regarding perceptions of privacy on social 
media 

• The Process (0): PARENT CODE ONLY How do customers interact with Burner? 
This is different than the Set Up category because it is not the navigation of the app 
but the process of utilizing it. 

• Complaints (3): How do consumers complain about application issues? 
• Credits/Reloading (39): What packages do customers usually use? Do they buy 

a new phone number generally or do they extend current numbers? 
• Current Usage (89) How are individuals currently navigating the application? Has 

this changed over time? 
• Customer Length (14): How long has the individual used Burner? 
• Find Out About Burner (28): How did the customer find out about the application 
• First Week(s) (31): How did the customer use Burner in the first weeks after 

downloading it? 
• Numbers: Single/Multiple/Burning (50): How many numbers does a customer 

usually have? What is the burning process like for them? 
• Reasons for Using Burner (119): What are motivations for Burner use, as 

identified by the customer? 
• Talking about Burner (8): How to people talk about Burner to their contacts 

NOTE: This is not talking about Burner to friends but rather how customers alert 
Burner contacts about their use of the application 
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• Transition: Burner to Personal (13): Discussion of transitioning certain 
individuals from a Burner contact to a personal phone contact 

• Top 5 Apps (20): Answers to the question "What are your top 5 most used apps?" 
• Voicemail (20): Discussion about perceptions and use of voicemail 
• Weaknesses/Suggestions (0): PARENT CODE ONLY. What are weaknesses or 

areas for improvement, as identified by customers 
• (Negative) Perceptions (12): Discussion about potentially negative brand 

connotations 
• Delay (4): Citations of delays in service 
• Design Issues (11): Explanation of weaknesses in design 
• Dropped Messages (5): Problems associated with dropped messages/phone 

calls. 
• Legality/Privacy Concerns (9): Discussion about legal limitations. 
• Misc. (4) : Misc. complaints. 
• Missing Features (19): Suggestions for more/improved features 
• Notifications (5): Discussion about weaknesses in notifications both on the 

phone and within the application. 
• Packages/Pricing (32): Limitations cited due to pricing and available packages. 
• Phone Calls (16)  Issues with initiating and receiving phone calls through Burner. 
• Pictures (19): Lack of MMS capability 
• Public Awareness (4): Either not having enough people aware of the app itself or 

its uses. 
• Unwanted Numbers (2): Unwanted incoming communication 

• Web Access (4): Ability to use the app via the web. Usually a positive connotation. 
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PRELIMINARY REPORT 
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 This brief report intends to highlight key findings from our 17 qualitative 
interviews to inform the creation of our mobile survey. While the coding process 
identified 75 parent- and sub-codes and over 1300 tagged excerpts, this document will 
focus on those that directly relate to our survey objectives. In particular: User 
motivations and usage; Areas for improvement; and Most valuable aspects. While the 
categories presented here are explicitly selected by the student researcher, the 
subsequent lists (read: bullet points) are exhaustive. 
 

User Motivations (104 Excerpts) 
Overview of how and why Burner customers have used the application. Through 

our interviews, it became evident that there are both external, activity-driven and 
internal motivations for downloading and using the application. 

 
Activity-based Reasoning 
• Dating 

• Both in-person and online (Tinder, Grindr, OkCupid, Match, eHarmony, Plenty of 
Fish, etc.) 

• For those looking for long-term relationships and weeding out the undesirables and 
those looking for short-term encounters 

• The rejection line 
• Sales  

• Online Selling (note, often there is a single Burner assigned to each item sold) 
• Craigslist 
• eBay 
• Antique Websites 

• Property Management: real estate, apartments 
• Vehicles 
• Short-term sales 
• Word of mouth sales 

• Joking with friends 
• Secondary line, long-term alternative number (business and personal) 
• Anonymous media/friend tips / Anonymous social activism 
• Signing up for services soliciting your number (free trials, insurance quotes, pizza 

delivery) 
• Dishonest relationships 
• Mobile Banking  

• Account maintenance 
• Funds transfers 
• Processing payments 

• Detective work (to check up on a spouse/client/seller) 
• Circumventing normal communication obstacles such as Caller ID and Call Blocking 
• Posing as a more legitimate identity in order to create change (i.e. divorce lawyer to 

move out) 
• Job applications 
• Teachers using it to be in contact with their students but kept at a distance 
• Small businesses without a full security plan, startups, freelancers 
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• To communicate over wifi without needing a functioning phone contract 
• Therapy - i.e. substance abuse rehabilitation help 
• To obtain an alternative area code 
• Online forums 
 
Internal Reasoning 
• Consciously separating social spheres / Maintaining distance 

• Frequently: separating business versus personal, private versus public 
• Frequently: Measuring the legitimacy of a person before allowing access into the 

inner sphere/personal number (for sales, friendships, romantic relationships, or 
future business ventures) 

• Sometimes: transitioning individuals from the inner sphere to the outer sphere (e.g. 
the crazy ex-girlfriend) 

• Avoidance of using real phone number 
• Personal number’s longevity 
• Personal/Familial security 
• Ability to avoid annoyances 

• To be in control of communication patterns 
• Avoiding third party tracking / solicitation 
 

Areas for Improvement (181 Excerpts) 
Weaknesses/Suggestions about the application, as identified by participants. It 

should be noted that the interviews revealed that Burner customers are largely satisfied 
with this application. The following themes, therefore, identify potential areas to 
enhance the already successful service. They are ordered (subjectively and by the 
Student Researcher) in terms of perceived frequency and weight. 
 
Packages/Pricing 
• A little on the expensive side for some people - but overall the value exceeds the cost. 
• Request for subscription-based reloading 
• Having a test run that doesn’t count against your credit (in addition to the free week) 
• Issues with packages 

• Values for minutes and texting don’t seem to correlate. Minutes go by significantly 
faster than texting, according to users. 

• Desire for only texting or only calling option 
• Desire for a package more heavily weighted towards texting OR calling 
• Desire for a long unlimited usage package 
• Desire for longer usage limits (6 months, one year, etc.) Buy in Bulk. $100 

packages. 
• Credit versus packages don’t line up which frustrates some users. There’s always a 

few left over. 
 
Phone Calls 
• The visual message and “Press One” voice that comes up when someone calls a 

Burner number is confusing 
• Not intuitive 
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• Customers are sometimes wary of using their Burner numbers to call because they 
don’t know what the person on the other line is experiencing 

• Outgoing calls are often seen as easier than accepting incoming calls 
• Sometimes random numbers contact the Burner numbers, which is undesirable. 
 
Pictures 
Sending pictures, as Burner is already aware, is a highly desired feature. Over half of 
the interviews explicitly cited pictures as a necessary addition to the service. 
 
Missing Features 
• Customer service number that you could text complaints/questions to 
• Burner numbers that would be valid for internet sign-ups 
• “Emergency” option to retrieve burned data 
• Number blocking capabilities 
• Ability to switch numbers while keeping the data 
• Email transcription services 
• Call forwarding 

• Call forwarding from the application to another number 
• Call forwarding from another number to the application (during certain hours) 

• Voicemail set-up prompting 
• Web-based supplemental service 
• Referral program 
• Area code placement feature (identifies the area code location) 
• Rejection Line option 
 
Product Education 
Many users revealed gaps in their understanding of the app. 
• Major Areas: 

• What are all of the applications that Burner can be used for? How are other 
customers using it? This is a very prevalent category. 

• General 
• What happens when you delete the app off your phone. Where does the data go? 
• How wifi affects use 

• Company Policy 
• What does Burner do with the data?  
• What data does Burner have access to? 
• How does Burner do what it does? 
• What does “burning” actually do? 
• How secure is user information? 

• Current Set-Up 
• Users frequently weren’t aware of how many credits or how much usage they had 

remaining on their numbers 
• The extent of access customers allowed Burner was also a common fuzzy area: 

push notifications, access to contacts, etc. 
• Features (customers didn’t know these features existed or how to operate them. 

• Burner voicemail 
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• Allowing Burner to access personal contacts 
• Saving Burner numbers to personal contacts 
• Naming Burner numbers 
• Ability to have multiple numbers 
• What options a customer has when setting up a number (area code, for example) 
• Notification settings can be adjusted 

 
Negative Perceptions 
The app and its associated connotations have led to some feelings of unease within 
Burner’s consumer base. A few of our participants frequently delete the app from their 
phone due to some of these perceptions. 
• Cheating 
• Crime-Related Activity 
• Drug Dealers 
• Burner Phone 
• Only useful for one or two short-term activities. Not perceived as a long-term solution. 
• Associated words: shady, slimy, deviant, malicious, guilty, untraceable, salacious 
• Out of 9 interviews that mentioned location, only one had the application on the home 

screen. 
 
Design Suggestions 
• The current design doesn’t “pop”, needs more “snazz” 

• For example: different colors for different Burner numbers 
• Bolder colors 

• Too many menu options. Need to simplify. 
• Make it more integrated into the standard iPhone/Android interface 

• Conversely, at least one participant didn’t like that it had some of the same features 
as the regular iPhone. They wanted to to be obviously different from their regular 
mobile device. This was the minority opinion, though. 

• Sometimes pixelated depending on the device used. 
 
Dropped Messages 
• Need to refresh multiple times/delete the application/switch between screens in order 

to get the message/call notification 
• Dropped messages were sometimes a normal occurrence for participants. The sender 

would have the evidence of having sent something, but Burner wouldn’t display 
anything. 

• Constant feeling of “did I miss something?” and/or frustration with spending money on 
broken communication. 

• Sometimes daily “oops” notification from Burner 
 
Delay 
Many of the participants explained that their Burner notifications have a lag time which 
negatively affected both their experience with the app and their relationship legitimacy. 
 
Legality/Privacy Concerns 
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• Request for encryption capabilities 
• Request for more transparency regarding what information Burner has access 

to/retains 
 
Notifications 
• Too many notifications which leads some users to not pay attention to any of them. 
• Allow for more options for ringtones 
• Make notifications more understandable and accessible (e.g. banner versus alerts) 
 
Miscellaneous 
• Copy/pasting a number and having an advertisement pop up is annoying 
• Not having access to any of the data/contacts from a burned number 

 
 

Most Valuable Aspects (75 Excerpts) 
The following presents the most valuable aspects of the Burner application, as 

identified by our interviews. The data here can supplement our understanding of why 
Burner is a desirable service. 
 
Function 
• Burning numbers 

• Unnecessary to delete your personal number 
• Able to distance yourself from old communication 

• It does what it’s supposed to do: ensures security 
• Social security - keeping certain people away from personal life 
• Institutional security - keeping certain business/marketing aspects away from 

personal life 
• Company security - trust placed in Burner to protect customer information 
• Internal security - feeling in control of information sharing 
• Sometimes economic security 

• Allows for activities not normally accessible/desirable through traditional modes 
• Ability to compartmentalize. Separate out numbers for different purposes on a single 

platform. Temporary numbers with minimal economic loss (alternative is to buy a new 
phone or download a competitor app that are either less functional or more expensive) 

• Features 
• Texting 
• Voice calls 
• Burning numbers 
• Ability to access different area codes 
• Custom Voicemail 

• Keywords: Privacy, discretion, autonomy, safety, security, control, anonymity 
 
Value/Price 
• Overwhelming consensus that the service is worth the price.  
• “Unlimited” packages connote a good value 
• Packages allow for both calling and texting, which allow for user flexibility 
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• Free first week attracted many of our customers. 
• Paying for it, according to some, actually legitimizes the service and therefore 

increases overall app value. 
 
Ease of Use/Design 
• Loads quickly, immediate access 
• Positive feedback on the call log feature 
• Keywords: intuitive, straightforward, simple, uncomplicated, clean, easy, well-labeled, 

convenient, direct 
 
Web Access 
• Ability to re-download and have data still stored was positively mentioned by a few of 

the participants. 
 
Miscellaneous 
• The Burner concept adds an edginess effect that actually promotes perceptions for 

some people. 
• Positive perceptions of the company: small startup, cares about customers, filling a 

need 
• Update was a huge improvement 
• Burning sound is well-received 
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APPENDIX D  

MOBILE SURVEY 
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Selections for all questions were randomized except for scale and hierarchical 
questions (5, 7, 11, 13, 16, and 18). 
 
QUESTION 1: What do you think is the primary benefit of using Burner?- choose one 

• To separate different spheres of my life      
• To keep my personal number private      
• To avoid annoyances    
• To manage and be in control of communication    
• To remain anonymous 
• To communicate safely with strangers 
• Other: Fill-in-the-Blank 

 
QUESTION 2: Which of these have you used Burner for? - select all that apply 

• Dating  
• Meeting people 
• Buying or selling things  
• Joking or playing pranks 
• Substitute for landline or secondary phone  
• Signing up for services/trials 
• Filling out forms online  
• Mobile banking 
• Professional business 
• Online forums 
• For an alternative area code 
• Just to have it 
• To avoid using carrier plan 
• Dealing with questionable people 
• As a disguise 
• Questionable activities  
• Other: Fill-in-the-blank 
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QUESTION 3: What do you think other people use the app for?  - select all that apply 

• Dating  
• Meeting people 
• Buying or selling things  
• Joking or playing pranks 
• Substitute for landline or secondary phone  
• Signing up for services/trials 
• Filling out forms online  
• Mobile banking 
• Professional business 
• Online forums 
• For an alternative area code 
• Just to have it 
• To avoid using carrier plan 
• Dealing with questionable people 
• As a disguise 
• Questionable activities  
• Other: Fill-in-the-blank 

 
QUESTION 4: Which best describes you? I originally downloaded Burner… 

• Because I needed another number to deal with a specific person or situation.  
• Because I had an ongoing need for an additional number(s) 
• Even though I wasn’t sure what I was going to use it for.  

  
QUESTION 5: On a scale of 1-5, how does Burner fit into your life now? 

• 1 = I always use Burner for the same thing(s)  
• 5= I’m always finding new ways to use Burner  

 
QUESTION 6: Which of these do you MOST value about Burner? 

• Managing multiple numbers 
• Having one or more reliable medium-to-long-term numbers 
• Having one or more burnable short-term numbers 

 
QUESTION 7: When you’re looking at creating a new Burner number, what is most 
important? 

• More text messages 
• More voice minutes 
• Longer expiration date 
• Price 
• Other: Fill-in-the-blank 
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QUESTION 8: Where would you most like to see Burner improve? - choose all that 
apply 

• Pricing 
• Features & capabilities 
• Call or SMS reliability  
• Loading time and speed 
• Ease of use 
• Design (aesthetic)  
• Branding 
• Other: Fill-in-the-blank 

 
QUESTION 9: What are the top features you would change or add? - choose all that 
apply  

• Package options 
• Credit system 
• Picture messaging 
• Call features (number blocking, call forwarding) 
• Social features (friends using Burner, discovering new people) 
• Integrations with other apps 
• Data or message exporting 
• Password or pin lock 
• Web browser/desktop access 
• VoIP (in-app voice calls) 
• International calling 
• Voicemail transcription 
• Phone call process (inbound or outbound) 
• Encryption or security of data 
• Way to earn free credits 
• Other: Fill-in-the-blank 

  
QUESTION 10: I stick with Burner because of its… - choose all that apply 

• Pricing 
• Features & capabilities 
• Call or SMS reliability  
• Loading time and speed 
• Ease of use 
• Design (aesthetic)  
• Branding 
• Other: Fill-in-the-blank 

 
QUESTION 11: If Burner were no longer available, on a scale of 1-5, how impacted you 
would be? 

• 1 = Not at all impacted 
• 5 = Very impacted 

 QUESTION 12: What prevents you from using Burner more? - select all that apply 
• Cost 
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• I forget to use it 
• It’s hard to use 
• It’s hard to fit into my routine 
• I don’t want to be associated with the brand 
• It’s not always on my phone because I delete it 
• I use another similar service 
• I  already use it as much as I need to  
• I have concerns about reliability  
• I’m uncertain about when to use the app 
• Numbers I don’t know contact me on my burner(s) 
• Other: Fill-In-The-Blank 

 
QUESTION 13: I’m interested in learning about new ways to use my burner numbers - 
1-5 scale 

• 1 = Disagree 
• 5 = Agree 

 
QUESTION 14:  What is your age? - fill in 
 
 QUESTION 15: What is your gender? 

• Male 
• Female 
• Other: Fill-in-the-blank 

 
QUESTION 16: How long have you had your personal phone number? 

• 6 months MAX 
• 12 months MAX 
• 2 years MAX 
• 3 years MAX 
• 4 years MAX 
• 5 years MAX 
• 6 years MAX 
• 7 years MAX 
• 8 years MAX  
• 9 years MAX 
• 10 years MAX 
• 15 years MAX 
• More than 15 years 
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QUESTION 17: What is your relationship status? 
• Single 
• Dating 
• In a relationship 
• Married 
• Divorced 
• Other: Fill-In-The-Blank 

 
QUESTION 18: What is your annual income?  

• Less than $24,999 
• $25,000 to $49,999 
• $50,000 to $74,999 
• $75,000 to $99,999 
• $100,000-$149,999 
• Over $150,000 

 
SUPPLEMENTARY INFORMATION: Data on operating system (Android or iOS) was 
also gathered 
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APPENDIX E  

QUANTITATIVE FINDINGS 
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Note: Correlation and Statistical Clustering statistics have been omitted for 
confidentiality purposes. 

Survey 
From the qualitative findings, a survey consisting of eighteen questions was constructed 
(the contents of the survey can be found on page 77). The questions varied in form 
(single choice, multiple choice, scales, and fill-ins) and subject (user motivations, areas 
for improvement, most valuable aspects, engagement, and demographics). The survey 
was uploaded and disseminated using the Qualtrics mobile survey tool.  

Quantitative Overview 
Our mobile survey generated a total of 828 started surveys and 725 completed 
submissions (a completion rate of 87.6 percent). In an effort to optimize survey validity, 
the following analysis is based only on the population of fully completed surveys.  

Table E.1. Survey Completion 

 
High 
Usage 

Medium 
Usage 

All Low 
Usage 

Low 
Usage 

No 
Usage 

Total (n) Total (%) 

iPhone 352 83 201 89 112 636 87.7% 

Android 33 19 37 19 18 89 12.3% 

Total (n) 385 102 238 108 130 725 100.0% 

Total (%) 53.0% 14.1% 32.8% 14.9% 18.0% 100.0%  
 
It should be noted that while the intention of this portion of the project was to collect 
equal feedback from all usage segments and both iOS and Android users, there is an 
uneven distribution of survey responses. Specifically, High Usage iPhone users 
represent almost half of the participants (48.6 percent). Further, Android users only 
account for 12.3 percent of all participation. These limitations will be discussed in the 
last section of this report. 
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Frequency statistics 
 

This section presents frequency data regarding all 18 questions of the Burner survey. 
Unabridged results are provided in the data tables accompanied by a short discussion 
on the significance of the numbers.  

In the analysis that follows, there are a few presentation and notation details that should 
be made clear upfront: 

• The surveys were distributed to four usage segments - high, medium, low, and no 
usage. Because one of the central objectives of this project is to identify how high and 
low segments differ, this writeup will focus on “All Low Usage” data which represents 
the combination of both low and no usage groups. However, these two segments will 
remain on the following charts in grey. If significant disparities occur, they will be 
noted accordingly.  

• The columns are listed in order of most popular response based on the “High Usage” 
segment unless the categories are hierarchical (e.g. income, age, etc.). 

• On many of the survey questions, an “other” option was provided for participants to 
write in an alternative answer. Write-In responses will be presented here in three 
different forms. If the answer correlated to an existing option, the  category will be 
shown CAPITALIZED with the number of corresponding responses alongside it. If the 
answer was original but did not directly answer the question (for example, the answer 
“MMS” for the question “When you’re looking at creating a new Burner number, what 
is most important?”), the category will be shown in Regular Form with the number of 
corresponding responses alongside it. Finally, for those answers that were both 
original and directly addressed the question, the responses will be listed verbatim in 
italics. To maintain the validity of percentages, these frequencies will not be 
incorporated into the statistics presented in the charts.  

• Finally only valid percentages are reported. In other words, the data is calculated 
based on the number of people who completed the question rather than the number 
of people who completed the survey.  
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Question 1: What do you think is the primary benefit of using Burner? select one 
Table E.2. Primary Benefit 

 
High Usage Medium 

Usage 
All Low 
Usage 

Low Usage No Usage 

Keep Personal 
Number Private (A) 

39.1% 37.3% 36.6% 28.7% 43.1% 

Communicate 
Safely w/ 
Strangers (B) 

21.6% 24.5% 23.5% 32.4% 16.2% 

Maintain Separate 
Spheres (C) 

15.9% 7.8% 8.8% 11.1% 6.9% 

Anonymity 12.2% 16.7% 17.6% 15.7% 19.2% 

Be in Control of 
Communication 

7.0% 8.8% 6.3% 5.6% 6.9% 

Avoid Annoyances 3.6% 4.9% 5.5% 6.5% 4.6% 

Other 0.5% 0.0% 1.7% 0.0% 3.1% 
 

This survey question displays a high degree of uniformity throughout the three usage 
segments. Each of the benefits are ranked consistently and to similar degrees. This 
finding reveals that across all usage segments, the benefits attributed to Burner are 
constant.  

“Other” Responses: 
• Job-Related Activities (2) 
• All the above it is a savior you have no idea (High Usage) 
• Keep private. Seriously, all of the above. Great app. (Low Usage) 

 

A comment about Low/No Usage: The “No Usage” segment emphasized the benefit of keeping 
their personal phone number private significantly more than the “Low Usage” segment (43.1 
percent to 28.7 percent respectively). In contrast, “No Usage” respondents thought 
communicating safely with strangers was a lesser Burner benefit when compared with “Low 
Usage” responses (16.2 percent to 32.4 percent). The effect here is that neither group aligns 
with the ranking system seen in the three main categories (high, medium, all low). Instead of 
following the A, B, C hierarchy, “Low Usage” ranks communicating safely with strangers as most 
important while “No Usage” follows a trend of A, C, B.   
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Question 2: Which of these have you used Burner for? select all that apply 

Table E.3. Activities You’ve Used Burner For (multiple selections) 

 
High Usage Medium 

Usage 
All Low 
Usage 

Low Usage No Usage 

Questionable 
People 

45.2% 41.2% 32.9% 38.3% 28.5% 

Buying/Sellin
g 

34.5% 44.1% 28.7% 28.0% 29.2% 

Dating 30.1% 29.4% 13.9% 16.8% 11.5% 

Meeting 
People 

27.5% 22.5% 17.3% 15.9% 18.5% 

Disguise 20.8% 11.8% 17.7% 18.7% 16.9% 

Area Code 20.5% 20.6% 19.4% 23.4% 16.2% 

Just to Have 
It 

18.4% 20.6% 20.7% 19.6% 21.5% 

Business 17.7% 19.6% 22.8% 20.6% 24.6% 

Second Line 15.8% 18.6% 18.6% 21.5% 16.2% 

Questionable 
Activities 

11.2% 7.8% 10.5% 10.3% 10.8% 

Joking/Prank
s 

10.4% 9.8% 6.8% 8.4% 5.4% 

Sign Up for 
Services 

9.9% 11.8% 18.1% 18.7% 17.7% 

Avoid Carrier 
Plan 

7.5% 4.9% 8.0% 6.5% 9.2% 

Online Forms 6.5% 14.7% 10.5% 6.5% 13.8% 

Online 
Forums 

4.2% 12.7% 3.8% 2.8% 4.6% 

Mobile 
Banking 

1.6% 1.0% 1.7% 0.9% 2.3% 

Other 1.0% 1.0% 2.1% 2.8% 1.5% 
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Dealing with questionable people and buying/selling things are the top two Burner 
activities across all three segments. However, “All Low Usage” reported less interest in 
using Burner for dating, meeting people, and as a disguise and more interest in using 
the application for activities regarding business, as a second line, signing up for 
services, and filling out forms online. This may suggest that “High Usage” individuals 
perceive the app as a social tool whereas those who use Burner less frequently 
understand it as more of function-based app.  

Medium users have a tendency of reporting a middle range between “High Usage” and 
“All Low” Usage activities. However, they use Burner more for online forums and forms 
and less as a disguise, for questionable people, and to avoid their carrier plan.  

“Other” Responses: 

• BUYING/SELLING (2) 
• All the above you don’t understand how much it comes in handy (High Usage) 
• Job hunting (No Usage) 
• Divorce - domestic violence (No Usage) 

 
A comment about Low/No Usage: We can see that multiple activities consistently decrease 
across as segments move from high usage to no usage: dealing with questionable people, 
dating, and playing jokes/pranks. This may contribute to the inference made above between the 
social and functional uses of Burner.  
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Question 3: What do you think other people use the app for? select all that apply 

Table E.4. What Other People Use Burner For (multiple selections) 

 
High Usage Medium 

Usage 
All Low 
Usage 

Low Usage No Usage 

Dating 44.0% 52.0% 40.5% 44.9% 36.9% 

Buying/Sellin
g 

42.7% 44.1% 40.1% 45.8% 35.4% 

Questionable 
People 

41.9% 48.0% 43.5% 43.9% 43.1% 

Disguise 39.8% 40.2% 40.5% 39.3% 41.5% 

Meeting 
People 

35.3% 38.2% 35.0% 41.1% 30.0% 

Questionable 
Activities 

34.0% 38.2% 32.1% 33.6% 30.8% 

Joking/Prank
s 

26.2% 25.5% 29.5% 30.8% 28.5% 

Just to Have 
It 

19.9% 26.5% 22.4% 20.6% 23.8% 

Area Code 19.6% 23.5% 23.2% 26.2% 20.8% 

Second Line 18.3% 21.6% 24.5% 27.1% 22.3% 

Business 18.1% 16.7% 17.3% 20.6% 14.6% 

Sign Up for 
Services 

16.8% 26.5% 25.7% 26.2% 25.4% 

Online 
Forums 

13.4% 21.6% 11.8% 9.3% 13.8% 

Online Forms 13.1% 18.6% 15.6% 13.1% 17.7% 

Avoid Carrier 
Plan 

11.3% 14.7% 13.5% 16.8% 10.8% 

Mobile 
Banking 

5.1% 5.9% 5.5% 5.6% 5.4% 

Other 1.8% 3.9% 3.0% 3.7% 2.3% 
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All three segments show only minor variance in their responses. “All Low Usage” 
participants thought that other people used Burner for the following activities slightly 
more than “High Usage” participants: joking/pranks, as an alternative area code, as a 
second line, to sign up for services, online forms, online forums, and to avoid using their 
carrier plan.  

What may be most interesting on this survey question is that “High Usage” participants 
reported less activities total  (total percentage = 401.3 percent) than “All Low Usage” 
(total percentage = 423.7 percent) while “Medium Usage” reported the most activities 
(total percentage = 465.7 percent) out of all the segments. This may indicate that “High 
Usage” users have a narrower understanding of why other people use Burner or, 
conversely, that “Medium Usage” customers have a more flexible understanding of how 
the app is used.  

“Other” Responses: 
• BUYING/SELLING (1) 
• QUESTIONABLE ACTIVITIES (2) 
• I Don’t Know (3) 
• All the above (High Usage) 

 

A comment about Low/No Usage: Low Usage participants thought that other people used 
Burner for some activities notably more than No Usage individuals did (e.g. dating, 
buying/selling, second line, and business). However, this may be due to the fact that Low Usage 
participants reported more total activities (448.6 percent) than No Usage individuals (403.1 
percent).  
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Question 4: Which best describes you? I originally downloaded Burner… 

Table E.5. Originally Downloaded 

 
High Usage Medium 

Usage 
All Low 
Usage 

Low Usage No Usage 

Specific 
Situation 

61.0% 64.7% 57.6% 61.1% 54.6% 

Ongoing 
Need 

22.9% 16.7% 20.2% 20.4% 20.0% 

Didn’t Know 16.1% 18.6% 22.3% 18.5% 25.4% 

 

This survey question reveals that the majority of each usage segment downloaded 
Burner to deal with a specific person or situation. However, the second choice for 
“Medium Usage” and “All Low Usage” was that they downloaded the app even though 
they weren’t sure what they would use it for (The second choice for the “High Usage” 
segment was that they had an ongoing need for additional numbers). Based on this 
finding, it could be argued that individuals who become “High Usage” customers are 
more likely to have an identified need when they first download the application. This 
reasoning is supported by the fact that “All Low Usage” has the highest percentage of 
individuals who reported not having a specific intention when they downloaded the app.  

A comment about Low/No Usage: The conclusions mentioned above are supported by the data 
presented in the “No Usage” column. However, the Low Usage segment demonstrates 
approximately the same population who didn’t have a specific intention for Burner and a greater 
population with an ongoing need when compared to the Medium Usage segment. This could be 
attributed to the low response rates from Medium Usage consumers. 
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Question 5: On a scale of 1-5, how does Burner fit into your life now? 

Table E.6. Life Fit (1-5) 

 
High Usage Medium 

Usage 
All Low 
Usage 

Low Usage No Usage 

1 (Always 
use it for 

same 
purpose) 

16.6% 13.3% 17.0% 16.8% 17.1% 

2 10.1% 12.2% 11.7% 12.6% 10.8% 

3 27.0% 22.2% 28.2% 23.2% 32.4% 

4 23.1% 26.7% 22.8% 23.2% 22.5% 

5 (Always 
finding new 

uses) 

22.8% 25.6% 19.9% 23.2% 17.1% 

 

What is interesting in this survey question is that “High Usage” and “All Low Usage” 
responses are generally equivalent with “All Low Usage” exhibiting a slightly lower 
response rate for selection “5”. “Medium Usage”, however, is heavily weighted to the 
latter half of the scale (selections of “4” and “5”). This conclusion parallels the 
discussion for Question Three - that “Medium Usage” populations may have a more 
flexible understanding of how Burner could be used in their lives.  

A comment about Low/No Usage: Low Usage participants had equal responses for “3”, “4”, and 
“5” while No Usage individuals exhibited a tendency towards “3”. Although about 25 percent of 
both groups could be considered unwilling to more fully integrate Burner into their lives, the data 
suggest that the majority of individuals in these segments may be more enthusiastic to do so. 
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Question 6: Which of these do you MOST value about Burner? 

Table E.7. Most Valued 

 
High Usage Medium 

Usage 
All Low 
Usage 

Low Usage No Usage 

Reliable 
Long-Term 

48.2% 45.1% 30.1% 24.5% 34.6% 

Burnable 
Short-Term 

32.6% 39.2% 48.3% 59.4% 39.2% 

Multiple 
Numbers 

19.3% 15.7% 21.6% 16.0% 26.2% 

 

Both “High Usage” and “Medium Usage” segments most value access to reliable 
medium- to long-term numbers. For these groups, access to burnable short-term 
numbers is second most important. “All Low Usage”, however, reported valuing 
burnable short-term numbers as most advantageous while reliable medium- to long-
term numbers took second place. This disparity may correlate with the discussion in 
Question One. In other words, if lower frequency users see Burner as a function-based 
application, they may be less likely to need longer term or multiple numbers. 
Conversely, if regular Burner users perceive the app as a social tool, long-term numbers 
may best meet their needs. The difference could also be attributed to perceptions of 
utility. Because Burner is explicitly marketed as a service that primarily burns numbers, 
lower usage segments may associate the app with this function in particular. In other 
words, the results from this survey question could be attributed to both individual 
experience and overall marketing effects.  

In all three segments, managing multiple numbers was most beneficial to approximately 
one fifth of the segment populations.  

A comment about Low/No Usage: There is a large degree of variation between the Low Usage 
and No Usage responses. Almost 60 percent of Low Usage participants reported having 
burnable short-term numbers as most important. While No Usage respondents also favored 
burnable short-term numbers, the spread between the three selections was much more even. 
Such a discrepancy may warrant further investigation.   
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Question 7: When you’re looking at creating a new Burner number, what is most 
important? 

Table E.8. Most Important Features in a New Burner 

 
All 
Segments 

High 
Usage 

Medium 
Usage 

All Low 
Usage 

Low 
Usage 

No Usage 

Texts 31.2% 43.2% 18.6% 17.2% 20.4% 14.6% 

Time 28.6% 22.1% 38.2% 34.9% 27.8% 40.8% 

Price 25.7% 20.6% 31.4% 31.5% 32.4% 30.8% 

Voice 10.9% 9.4% 8.8% 14.3% 16.7% 12.3% 

Other 3.6% 4.7% 2.9% 2.1% 2.8% 1.5% 
 
The usage segments for this project were determined based on texting frequencies. It 
follows, then, that “High Usage” individuals favor texts most strongly. However, the 
survey question reveals a significant discord between “High Usage” participants and the 
remaining two segments. While 43 percent of the “High Usage” group valued texts most 
in a Burner number, only about one fifth of each of the other segments reported them as 
most important. Instead, both “Medium Usage” and “All Low Usage”, reported expiration 
dates as the most important factor (“High Usage” ranked it second place). Price 
remained relatively important (over 30 percent) for the latter two segments. “Medium 
Usage” and “All Low Usage” differ only in their responses to voice minutes - “All Low 
Usage” emphasizing them most over the other segments, “Medium Usage” the least.  

Due to the segmentation process, this question includes the column “All Segments” to 
demonstrate the tendencies of the survey population overall. It is evident that while 
rankings stay consistent with the “High Usage” findings, the variance between 
categories have decreased, suggesting that user preferences may be less definite than 
originally perceived, except in the case of voice minutes. 
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There are a few important inferences that can be made here: 

• Texts have a greater value for most Burner customers than voice minutes. 

• “Medium Usage” and “All Low Usage” value time and price over all other factors. 

• Lower usage individuals may value Burner for its voice minutes over the other 
segments. 

“Other” Responses: 

• Picture Messaging (41) 
• All of the Above (2) 
• Area Code Availability (5) 
• Reliability (2) 
• Canada Numbers (1) 
• Voicemail and attachments (1) 
• More text and voice minutes (High Usage) 
• Depends on purpose for number (Medium Usage) 
• Depends (Low Usage) 

 

A comment about Low/No Usage: The response data show that longer expiration dates are 
significantly more important to No Usage than to Low Usage (40.8 percent vs. 27.8 percent 
respectively). Texts and voice minutes, on the other hand, are slightly more important to Low 
Usage users.   
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Question 8: Where would you most like to see Burner improve? select all that 
apply 

Table E.9. Areas for Improvement (multiple selections) 

 
High Usage Medium 

Usage 
All Low 
Usage 

Low Usage No Usage 

Features 44.8% 34.3% 31.4% 37.7% 26.2% 

Reliability 36.7% 40.2% 28.0% 33.0% 23.8% 

Price 36.2% 48.0% 48.7% 41.5% 54.6% 

Speed 22.1% 18.6% 16.1% 17.0% 15.4% 

Other 15.9% 14.7% 7.6% 9.4% 6.2% 

Design 13.5% 16.7% 9.7% 10.4% 9.2% 

Usability 12.0% 14.7% 16.5% 15.1% 17.7% 

Branding 1.8% 2.0% 2.1% 0.0% 3.8% 
 

It should be noted that the top three areas are identical throughout the three segments 
and are a significant margin ahead of their respective fourth rankings. 

A potentially beneficial approach to looking at this data is to note that all of the features 
except for reliability and design trend upwards or downwards across segments. Burner’s 
features and capabilities is the most chosen area for improvement in the “High Usage” 
segment, but its importance decreases in the “Medium Usage” and “All Low Usage”. 
Speed acts similarly as an improvement factor the “High Usage” segment wants more 
than its successors. Alternatively, price, usability, and branding trend upwards with “All 
Low Usage” selecting these most often, “Medium Usage” second often, and “High 
Usage” least often. These trends may correlate to Burner usage and perceptions among 
the three segments. Speed and capabilities, for example, logically are more important to 
those who use the app often compared to other usage groups. For those who use the 
app at lower frequencies, usability and pricing can pose as main concerns.  

For “Medium Usage” users, reliability and Burner design are reported to be more 
important areas for improvement followed closely by “High Usage” and “All Low Usage” 
trailing farther down.  

“Other” Responses 
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• RELIABILITY (6) 
• FEATURES (2) 
• Picture Messaging (24) 
• Extended Expiration Time Limits (5) 
• Download Media/Multimedia (3) 
• Area Code Availability (3) 
• Password Option (3) 
• Voicemail (2) 
• Compatibility with iOS (iMessage/FaceTime) (2) 
• Stupid Ads (High Usage) 
• No changes (High Usage) 
• Accidental burn of #s all the time (High Usage) 
• All the above but not so famous that ppl can come on to you (High Usage) 
• Larger fonts (High Usage) 
• Accept call without pressing 1. It takes long to take a call (Low Usage) 
• Not cost voice min to send texts (Low Usage) 
• Sometimes the UI freezes up or doesn’t update information until I manually switch 

contexts (Low Usage) 
• Number availability in Toronto (No Usage) 
• None (No Usage) 
• Security (No Usage) 
• Be able to see text before sending (No Usage) 
• No reference to Burner number on carrier bill (Low Usage) 
• Bulk ordering (Low Usage) 
 

A comment about Low/No Usage: These two segments parallel each other pretty well for the 
majority of the areas of improvement. The top three ranked factors, though, display about a 10 
percent difference between the two segments. Low Usage shows a greater desire for improved 
features and improved reliability. On the other hand, No Usage rated price as more important 
than did Low Usage. However, these differences generally stay consistent with the trends 
outlined in the discussion above and therefore support the hypothesis mentioned there.  
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Question 9: What are the top features you would change or add? select all that 
apply 

Table E.10. Features to Change/Add (multiple selections) 

 
High 
Usage 

Medium 
Usage 

All Low 
Usage 

Low 
Usage 

No 
Usage 

Picture 
Messages 

68.8% 59.0% 34.3% 43.8% 26.6% 

Pin Lock 28.0% 29.0% 26.2% 21.0% 30.5% 

Free Credit 
Opportunity 

27.5% 35.0% 41.6% 40.0% 43.0% 

Call Features 21.7% 28.0% 27.9% 22.9% 32.0% 

Data 
Encryption 

18.3% 29.0% 23.6% 22.9% 24.2% 

Packaging 
Options 

15.2% 21.0% 19.3% 20.0% 18.8% 

Data Export 11.8% 22.0% 12.0% 10.5% 13.3% 

Calling 
Process 

10.5% 14.0% 18.0% 17.1% 18.8% 

VM 
Transcription 

8.9% 21.0% 11.2% 8.6% 13.3% 

Credit System 7.9% 15.0% 16.3% 16.2% 16.4% 

VoIP 7.1% 15.0% 13.7% 10.5% 16.4% 

Desktop 
Access 

6.8% 14.0% 9.4% 8.6% 10.2% 

International 
Calling 

6.5% 9.0% 8.2% 7.6% 8.6% 

Integration 6.0% 19.0% 12.4% 8.6% 15.6% 

Social 
Features 

5.0% 7.0% 8.6% 7.6% 9.4% 

Other 1.0% 3.0% 1.7% 1.0% 2.3% 
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Picture messaging was the number one desired feature to add to the Burner application 
for both “High Usage” and “Medium Usage” segments and the second most desired 
feature for “All Low Usage”. This sentiment has been repeated to the Burner team 
before, and therefore this survey finding largely serves as mere reinforcement. 
However, the greater than 30 percent disparity between “High Usage” and “Low Usage” 
responses may offer some insight into the activities the two segments engage in (and 
follows the patterns seen in Question Seven). 

Interestingly, picture messaging is the only factor that “High Usage” leads. In other 
words, either “Medium Usage” or “All Low Usage” (or both) outrank “High Usage” in 
each of the remaining 15 features. According to survey responses, “All Low Usage” 
individuals put more emphasis on incorporating an opportunity to earn free credits, 
modifying the calling process, and adding social features than other segments. This 
means that the “Medium Usage” segment selected more each of the remaining 12 
features compared to “High Usage” and “All Low Usage” groups.  

“Other” Responses: 
• CALL FEATURES (2) 
• PIN LOCK (2) 
• FREE CREDITS (1) 
• PICTURE MESSAGING (1) 
• Fix bugs (High Usage) 
• Canadian numbers (High Usage) 
• PR area code (No Usage) 
• Burner not to disappear right after expiration allow for at least a week or two to reload 

credits (No Usage) 
• Info on previous calls n texts (Medium Usage) 
 

A comment about Low/No Usage: The first comment here is that No Usage participants 
selected more features in total than Low Usage participants. The second point, probably due in 
large part to the first, is that only two features were selected more often by Low Usage 
respondents: picture messaging and packaging options. Furthermore, while No Usage selected 
more variables, the segment also selected picture messaging significantly less than the other 
groups (~17 percent less than Low Usage and ~40 percent less than High Usage). As 
mentioned above, less frequent users report needing SMS and MMS capabilities less often. 
This observation is likely a direct reflection of their uses and perceptions of the app.  
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Question 10: I stick with Burner because of its… choose all that apply 

Table E.11. Reasons to Stay with Burner  (multiple selections) 

 
High Usage Medium 

Usage 
All Low 
Usage 

Low Usage No Usage 

Usability 61.8% 60.8% 62.1% 65.1% 59.5% 

Features 31.2% 41.2% 34.9% 38.7% 31.7% 

Reliability 27.7% 26.5% 25.9% 28.3% 23.8% 

Price 19.4% 24.5% 28.4% 32.1% 25.4% 

Branding 5.2% 10.8% 7.8% 9.4% 6.3% 

Design 3.7% 7.8% 12.5% 13.2% 11.9% 

Speed 3.7% 6.9% 9.5% 8.5% 10.3% 

Other 3.7% 3.9% 1.3% 2.8% 0.0% 
 

For this survey question, usability appreciably outranks all other factors and remains 
consistent across segments. Features and capabilities similarly come in second, 
although to a lesser degree and with some variance among usage groups. Reliability 
further exhibits a generally uniform percentage of respondents.  

Price, however, plays a larger role in maintaining “All Low Usage” customers than either 
of the remaining two segments and exceeds “High Usage” responses by 9 percent. This 
is a particularly interesting finding, as “All Low Usage” rated pricing as the area in most 
need of improvement in Question Eight. This discrepancy may be explained by an 
overall elevated concern for price within the lower usage groups of Burner. The “All Low 
Usage” segment selected design and speed more often than the other two groups as 
well. These two factors, however, align with their respective rankings in Question Eight.  

It is further important to note that “High Usage” responses to price, branding, design, 
and speed fall below the other two usage segments. 

“Other” Responses 
• FEATURES (3) 
• RELIABILITY (1) 
• Only One I Know (2) 
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• Commitment to Privacy (High Usage) 
• I had credits (High Usage) 
• Lockin (High Usage) 
• The only app like this (High Usage) 
• Helps with my life (High Usage) 
• Happened to download first (Medium Usage) 
• Only option (Medium Usage) 
• Great reviews from other users (Medium Usage) 
• First I heard of (Medium Usage) 
• Stability usually (High Usage) 
 

A comment about Low/No Usage: As can be expected, the No Usage survey responses reflect 
smaller percentages for all but one category (speed) for this question when compared to Low 
Usage. 
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Question 11: If Burner were no longer available, how impacted would you be? 

Table E.12. Impact if Gone (1-5) 

 
High Usage Medium 

Usage 
All Low 
Usage 

Low Usage No Usage 

1 (Not at all) 10.4% 4.5% 14.6% 14.6% 14.5% 

2 19.9% 13.5% 25.2% 25.0% 25.5% 

3 25.6% 30.3% 29.6% 27.1% 31.8% 

4 21.1% 28.1% 12.1% 10.4% 13.6% 

5 (Very) 22.6% 22.5% 18.4% 22.9% 14.5% 
 

Across all segments, more Burner users selected “3” on a scale of 1-5 to rate how 
impacted their life would be if Burner became unavailable. However, “High Usage” and 
“Medium Usage” participants were more likely to select a higher number (i.e. 3-5) 
whereas “All Low Usage” answers clustered around the lower numbers (i.e. 1-3). 
Medium users were less likely to choose either a “1” or a “2” when compared to the 
other segments and more likely to choose a “3” or a “4”.   
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Question 12: What prevents you from using Burner more? select all that apply 

Table E.13. Things that Prevent Use (multiple selections) 

 
High Usage Medium 

Usage 
All Low 
Usage 

Low Usage No Usage 

I Use it as 
Often as I 
Need To. 

51.1% 56.4% 41.5% 49.1% 35.2% 

Cost 32.1% 30.7% 37.7% 30.6% 43.8% 

Concern for 
Reliability 

11.8% 11.9% 7.6% 5.6% 9.4% 

Ppl I Don’t 
Know Contact 
me on my 
Burner 

7.4% 5.0% 5.1% 5.6% 4.7% 

Other 6.1% 4.0% 2.5% 1.9% 3.1% 

Forget to Use 
it 

5.8% 10.9% 18.2% 18.5% 18.0% 

I Use a Diff. 
Service 

3.4% 7.9% 4.7% 3.7% 5.5% 

I Delete it 3.4% 3.0% 5.5% 4.6% 6.3% 

Hard to Use it 3.2% 4.0% 5.1% 3.7% 6.3% 

Unsure When 
to Use it 

1.8% 3.0% 6.4% 4.6% 7.8% 

Negative 
Branding 

1.6% 2.0% 3.8% 1.9% 5.5% 

Doesn’t Fit 
into Routine 

1.3% 3.0% 6.4% 7.4% 5.5% 

 

The options “I use it as often as I need to” and “cost” were selected most often across 
all segments. A potentially important note is that “All Low Usage” thought that they used 
Burner as often as they needed to less than both of the other segments. Further, this 
group also reported that they forget to use the app, they believe it is hard to use and 
costly, they are unsure of when to use it, and that it doesn’t fit into their routine more 
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than the other groups. These findings suggest that lower usage populations don’t 
necessarily avoid using Burner, rather that there are specific obstacles that prevent 
them from becoming a medium- or high- user. This can be translated into an opportunity 
for Burner to target these issues specifically in order to facilitate more complete Burner 
adoption. 

The selection rates should also be considered in this survey question. For all usage 
segments, the vast majority of factors were selected less than 10% of the time, and 
many below 5 percent. This suggests that use prevention can largely be attributed to a 
few key variables: I use it as often as I need to, cost, concern for reliability, and 
forgetting to use the app. This conclusion indicates that Burner can target these four 
issues directly in order to alleviate use prevention overall. 

“Other” Responses: 
• RELIABILITY (4) 
• COST (2) 
• ALREADY USE ADEQUATELY (1) 
• HARD TO USE (1) 
• No Picture/Video Messaging (8) 
• Not international al (High Usage) 
• Lack of area codes (High Usage) 
• Nothing (High Usage) 
• No MMS (Medium Usage) 
• Nothing (Medium Usage) 
• Don’t like the quick expiry. I only need it now and again but would like to keep the 

same number (Low Usage) 
• Lack of short code capability (Low Usage) 
• Number availability (No Usage) 
• Short expiration period (No Usage) 
• I’m not getting the time I purchased and the packages don’t match the time needed 

(Medium Usage) 
A comment about Low/No Usage: No Usage participants reported that using the app as often as they 
needed to was not, in fact, the main factor preventing them to use the app. Instead, they ranked cost as 
the number one inhibitor of use. This directly correlates with the discussion above. The only other major 
discrepancy between Low Usage and No Usage segments is that negative branding perceptions were 
more strongly associated with No Usage participants than with any of the other segments. This suggests 
that to those who don’t use Burner very often, the brand itself may pose as an obstacle for use.  
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Question 13: I’m interested in learning about new ways to use my burner 
number(s) 

Table E.14. Interest in Learning More (1-5) 

 
High Usage Medium 

Usage 
All Low 
Usage 

Low Usage No Usage 

1 (Not 
interested) 

24.2% 20.0% 21.2% 19.8% 22.3% 

2 15.8% 10.0% 13.5% 16.8% 10.7% 

3 24.2% 27.0% 26.1% 29.7% 23.1% 

4 12.2% 24.0% 9.0% 5.9% 11.6% 

5 
(Interested) 

23.3% 19.0% 30.2% 27.7% 32.2% 

 

The selection “3” was chosen most often within this survey question, similar to the 
results of Question Eleven. However, “High Usage” and “All Low Usage” groups tended 
to select odd numbers (1, 3, or 5) whereas “Medium Usage” individuals tended to select 
higher numbers (3, 4, or 5). 

An encouraging finding in this survey question is that “All Low Usage” participants 
favored selection “5” on the scale of interest. This segment was also more likely to 
select “5” than either “High Usage” or “Medium Usage” groups. This conclusion aligns 
with the argument in the previous question that lower usage individuals may easily 
progress to higher usage segments if key obstacles are removed- such as knowing new 
ways to use the application.  

A comment about Low/No Usage: The patterns mentioned above hold true for Low Usage and 
No Usage segments, with minor variance. A possibly significant data point is that No Usage 
individuals were more likely to select a “5” on the scale than Low Usage users.  
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Question 14: What is your age? 

Table E.15. Age 

 
High Usage Medium 

Usage 
All Low 
Usage 

Low Usage No Usage 

18-24 10.3% 9.3% 16.6% 14.3% 18.4% 

25-34 39.2% 48.0% 40.1% 42.9% 37.9% 

35-44 35.1% 32.0% 30.5% 32.1% 29.1% 

45-54 12.7% 6.7% 9.6% 10.7% 8.7% 

55-64 2.4% 4.0% 3.2% 0.0% 5.8% 

65+ 0.3% 0.0% 0.0% 0.0% 0.0% 
 
This was a write-in question. Responses were then recoded into the following age 
brackets for analysis. 

The majority of participants in this survey reported being between the ages of 24 and 
35. The second most populous bracket was 35-44, the third, 18-24. Therefore 
individuals 24-44 represent the largest portion of Burner customers in this survey and 
may indicate usage patterns for Burner customers as a whole. However, for the “All Low 
Usage” segment, there were more participants in the 18-24 range than any other age 
bracket. This suggests that lower frequency users are often younger which can help to 
develop future marketing design. Furthermore, individuals 55 and older represent a 
significantly smaller portion of the survey population, which may indicate that older 
individuals are not as likely to be Burner customers.  
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Question 15: What is your gender? 

Table E.16. Gender 

 
High Usage Medium 

Usage 
All Low 
Usage 

Low Usage No Usage 

Male 77.8% 78.7% 74.1% 67.6% 79.5% 

Female 21.9% 20.2% 25.9% 32.4% 20.5% 

Other 0.3% 1.1% 0.0% 0.0% 0.0% 
 
As can be seen here, approximately three fourths of each segment were male. Due to 
the consistency of responses across groups, this may be a strong indicator of Burner’s 
customer population.  
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Question 16: How long have you had your personal phone number? 

Fig E.17 Length of Personal Number 

 
High Usage Medium 

Usage 
All Low 
Usage 

Low Usage No Usage 

6 Months 
MAX 

21.3% 11.8% 15.7% 17.0% 14.5% 

12 Months 
MAX 

9.9% 8.2% 7.4% 6.4% 8.2% 

2 Years MAX 8.7% 10.6% 5.4% 4.3% 6.4% 

3 Years MAX 3.6% 7.1% 8.8% 7.4% 10.0% 

4 Years MAX 4.5% 5.9% 5.4% 6.4% 4.5% 

5 Years MAX 7.5% 17.6% 8.8% 9.6% 8.2% 

6 Years MAX 6.6% 1.2% 2.9% 3.2% 2.7% 

7 Years MAX 3.6% 1.2% 5.9% 5.3% 6.4% 

8 Years MAX 5.4% 2.4% 4.4% 3.2% 5.5% 

9 Years MAX 1.5% 1.2% 1.5% 3.2% 0.0% 

10 Years 
MAX 

14.7% 10.6% 19.1% 19.1% 19.1% 

15 Years 
MAX 

10.5% 18.8% 10.3% 8.5% 11.8% 

More than 
15 Years 

2.1% 3.5% 4.4% 6.4% 2.7% 
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It should be noted that this question may not have been as transparent as intended. 
Some participants may have answered this question according to the length of their 

Burner number(s), not their personal mobile phone number. Based on write-in 
responses, a small portion of individuals explicitly indicated their Burner number (e.g. 
“I’ve had this Burner for 2 weeks”). Further, the large number of responses under 6 

weeks was interpreted by the Student Researcher as a possible misinterpretation of the 
question. Responses were, however, coded as submitted. It should be noted that the 

findings may be skewed slightly towards shorter term personal numbers. 

 

In this survey question, we can see three clusters emerge - those with phone numbers 
0-2 years old, those with phone numbers 5 years maximum, and those with phone 
numbers 10 or more years old. Further, “High Usage” participants had the greatest 
response rate in the first cluster, “Medium Usage” users had the greatest response rate 
in the second cluster, and the “Low Usage” group displayed the largest representation 
in the third cluster20. It would be imprudent to assume that these patterns are universal 
throughout the Burner population. However, the presence of these clusters could inform 
further investigation. 

  

                                                 
20 This analysis compared response rates of usage segments within the three clusters. Therefore 
regarding the “5 Years MAX” category, “Medium Usage” exhibits the highest selection rates when 
compared to the other two segments.  
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Question 17: What is your relationship status? 

Table E.18. Relationship Status 

 
High Usage Medium 

Usage 
All Low 
Usage 

Low Usage No Usage 

Married 30.7% 26.7% 34.9% 35.2% 34.6% 

Single 26.8% 23.8% 29.4% 30.6% 28.5% 

In a 
Relationship 

21.3% 20.8% 21.4% 19.4% 23.1% 

Dating 9.7% 13.9% 6.3% 4.6% 7.7% 

Divorced 7.9% 7.9% 5.0% 5.6% 4.6% 

Other 3.7% 6.9% 2.9% 4.6% 1.5% 
 

The rankings exhibited by the “High Usage” segment hold for both “Medium Usage” and 
“All Low Usage” groups. However, “All Low Usage” reported slightly more married 
individuals, more single individuals, and more individuals in a relationship than the other 
two segments. “Medium Usage” participants were more likely than other groups to 
report dating or an alternative option. “High Usage” and “Medium Usage” displayed 
equal frequencies of divorced individuals (which may correlate to the fact that these 
segments demonstrated an older population; see Question Fourteen).  

“Other” Responses: 
• Separated (3) 
• Married, but want to be divorced, with significant other (High Usage) 
• Complicated (High Usage) 
• Widower (High Usage) 
• I have cats (High Usage) 
• Poly (Medium Usage)  
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Question 18: What is your annual income? 

Table E.19. Income 

 
High Usage Medium 

Usage 
All Low 
Usage 

Low Usage No Usage 

Up to 
$24,999 

11.6% 17.0% 17.9% 17.1% 18.5% 

$25,000-
$49,999 

21.1% 26.0% 21.3% 23.8% 19.2% 

$50,000-
$74,999 

24.7% 13.0% 20.0% 21.9% 18.5% 

$75,000-
$99,999 

12.1% 13.0% 15.7% 14.3% 16.9% 

$100,000-
$149,999 

13.2% 9.0% 12.3% 10.5% 13.8% 

Over 
$150,000 

17.4% 22.0% 12.8% 12.4% 13.1% 

 

About half of “High Usage” participants reported earning between $25,000-$74,999. 
This bracket also represents over 40 percent of “All Low Usage” responses. While 
“Medium Usage” users most often selected the $25,000-$49,999 income bracket, they 
were also the most likely of the three usage segments to make over $150,000. 
Conversely, “High Usage” individuals were least likely to claim the lowest income 
bracket. Again, the tendency for higher frequency users to make more money may 
correlate with age (Question Fourteen). 
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APPENDIX F  

STUDY PARTICIPANTS 
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Here I have included background descriptions of the project’s interview participants. My 

intention is to briefly illustrate the diversity of users and usage patterns within Burner 

customers. These interviews represent a mixed bag of ethnicity, age, gender, 

relationship status, and career. It should be noted, however, that all participants had an 

iPhone and therefore the Android perspective is conspicuously missing from these 

vignettes (full discussion on this in the Study Limitations section). I have assigned 

pseudonyms to each participant in an effort to maintain confidentiality. 

 

Ali  Los Angeles, California 

 

Ali is a glassware designer from California. He ran across Burner by accident while 

scrolling through the app store. Now, he uses it for various reasons including selling his 

wares on Craigslist, playing jokes on friends, managing his uncle’s business remotely, 

signing up for trials online, job applications, and chatting with girls. 

 

Brian  Dallas, Texas 

 

Brian has lived around Dallas his whole life. He enjoys gambling, the outdoors, some 

sports, new restaurants, and being social. He is married with has two kids and is in 

upper management of a financial analysis company. Brian considers his life very busy 

and uses Burner predominately for personal networking. He feels uncomfortable having 

the app on his phone and deletes it regularly. 

 

Chris  Dallas, Texas 

 

Chris, a construction worker, actually carries around three phones. He considers one 

his “family phone” and the other two are “work phones” which carry distinct contacts. 

Burner is kept on his family phone because that’s the device he uses primarily. He 

originally downloaded Burner to play jokes on friends. Now, though, he uses the app 

when he feels like it - his number sharing is dependent on convenience and mood. 
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David  Dallas, Texas 

 

David has lived in California and Florida but has resided in the North Texas area since 

college. He recently opened up a company with his father. They sell pre-owned diesel 

trucks and luxury vehicles online. David downloaded Burner a few years ago when he 

was selling cars on the side and wanted to keep his personal number private. He would 

assign each of his Burner numbers a product (eg “red truck” or “BMW”) so he would 

know why people were calling. Now that they have a business front, though, he thinks 

his Burner usage may decline.  

 

Frank  Los Angeles, California 

 

Frank is a real estate agent. He is expecting a baby with his wife in the coming months. 

He uses Burner to have numbers in different area codes so he appears more local (and 

therefore legitimate) when selling property in California. Frank also uses Burner to verify 

information from other real estate agents to see if they are marketing differently to 

prospective buyers (eg agents, individuals, locations, etc.). 

 

Garrett  Dallas, Texas 

 

Garrett is getting an advanced degree currently, but also works two jobs and freelances 

in the IT sector. He considers himself hyperaware of privacy issues and has often used 

encrypted emails and message systems to contact certain entities. He uses Burner to 

contact media authorities anonymously. In a type of anonymous social activism, he 

shares tips, relevant information, and personal experience that counters mainstream 

stories in an effort to even out perspectives. 

 

Heather  Dallas, Texas 

 

Heather is a 32 year old pharmaceutical specialist originally from Mississippi. She 

considers herself very social in public, but a homebody at heart. At home, she has a cat 
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named Mr. Fuzz and an English Bulldog named Elvis. Heather is going through a long 

separation and originally downloaded Burner in order to find out if her husband was 

cheating. Once her suspicions were confirmed, she used the app to contact him - he 

was blocking her phone number and she needed a way to get around it.  

 

Ken   Los Angeles, California 

 

Ken is a social media consultant in LA. Because he has multiple big name clients, he is 

always managing separate social media pages simultaneously. He uses Burner to “get 

rid of people” he doesn’t want to be in contact with. However, he’s never uses Burner 

with his employers. Ken is self conscious about the app because he thinks it’s “deviant” 

and has deleted it a few times from his phone. 

 

Lana  Los Angeles, California 

 

Lana is a young actress recovering from substance abuse. She explains that after 

overindulging in the social life of undergrad where she was constantly “plugged in”, 

rehab forced her to cut ties with the real world and reestablish her personal goals. She 

says that she uses Burner as a way to connect with her past life while being able to 

“burn” those ties if they become unhealthy again. 

 

Mickey  Los Angeles, California 

 

Mickey uses Burner to sell things - on Big Cartel, Etsy, and Craigslist. He is very 

guarded about his phone number and explains that he wishes even his close friends 

had his Burner number instead of his personal phone number. There are certain 

situations that he would like to have the ability to break off communication ties, even for 

a short time.  

 

Nick  Dallas, Texas 
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Nick is an independent consultant for various car dealerships in Dallas. He likes to 

support community-based rating systems and often checks in on Yelp or Foursquare to 

give his input on a service or product. Because of his consultant position, he is 

constantly on the phone checking voicemail, texts, and email from clients. He originally 

downloaded Burner to manage his short-term clients, but his usage has evolved to 

include e-commerce and social media networking. 

 

Oscar  Los Angeles, California 

 

Oscar works in sales and marketing and is a DJ on the side. He associates Burner with 

his “night life” - when he meets girls or calls escorts. But he also uses the service 

generally when he doesn’t want the receivers to have his personal phone number - 

ordering pizza, Netflix, online trials, soft credit checks, etc.  

 

Paul  Los Angeles, California 

 

Paul is a VP of a lifestyle magazine. He has used Burner primarily for selling on 

Craigslist, but has also used it to avoid using his work phone number for a job interview. 

Paul often jokes with his wife and friends about the possibility of having clandestine 

relationships with other women using the app, but generally feels comfortable with the 

branding connotations. Paul says he’s not really concerned about privacy and uses 

Burner mostly to protect himself from annoying situations. 

 

Rob  Los Angeles, California 

 

Rob is an undergraduate student in southern California. He is a member of a fraternity 

and has an active social life. He found out about the app from a friend during a football 

game and immediately downloaded it. Rob’s first use was to manipulate promotional 

campaigns - he would sign up for free trials or discounts using fake numbers to be 

considered a first-time customer. He also uses it as a “rejection line” for girls. 
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Samuel  Los Angeles, California 

 

Samuel sells reclaimed, reused, and refurbished furniture on Craigslist using Burner. He 

also uses the app to meet people off the Internet - particularly through Grindr. Once he 

meets people in person, though, he’ll usually switch them over to his real number. He 

also uses Burner to have a number from a different area code, primarily for job 

applications.  

 

Timmy Los Angeles, California 

 

Timmy is an actor and a self-proclaimed gypsy. He originally used the application to sell 

watches. His favorite thing about Burner is that it brings back memories of the 

throwaway “burner phone” except it’s cheaper and much more convenient. He thinks 

the app is “genius”. 

 

Victor  Los Angeles, California 

 

Originally from the East Coast, Victor came to LA after his technical skills (what he 

labels “hacking”) were noticed by a large tech firm and he was hired on to stop other 

hackers from infiltrating their systems. He originally downloaded the app to avoid a 

“crazy ex-girlfriend” but now uses it as a business line. He also says it’s a great utility to 

have when dating - either at bars or on social networking sites like Tindr.   
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