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Purpose

The purpose of this proposal is to outline the intended focus of the Public Awareness and Perceptions Group of the Unmanned Aerial Vehicle Integration research project under the Carnegie Mellon University Department of Engineering and Public Policy.

Summary

The Public Awareness and Perceptions Group is responsible for researching and analyzing the sentiment of an oft-forgotten stakeholder, the public.  The public opinion of UAV technology must be considered in order to assess where the public stands on the issue, and what must be done to gain public acceptance.  The best way to do this is to get information directly from the public, specifically by means of a survey.  

The survey should give us an idea of public opinion relating to UAVs, using a sample that will allow it to be applicable to the general public.  At its most basic level, it will give us an idea of what the public knows about UAVs and how they feel their safety is affected by various uses of UAVs.  Taking demographic factors into account, we will be able to draw generalizations of different public groups. In addition, we will compare perceived risks associated with various UAV uses with their perceived benefits. While the survey design is nearly complete, distribution and analysis have not yet begun.  However, much of the surveying plan has already been defined

Detailed Goals of Survey

The demographic groups include; age, gender, level and type of education, voting status, flight frequency, and pilot status.  Participants are asked to assess the benefit and risk they associate with five civil UAV applications (pipeline monitoring, traffic monitoring, border patrol, agricultural monitoring, and disaster response) compared to the current way these services are being performed. We believe that these applications vary in benefit to the public, as well as vicinity to highly populated areas.  This will allow us to assess the differences between these factors.

This assessment will include risks to those on the ground as well as in the air, and benefits to the UAV user as well as society in general.  We will also ask these questions separately for remotely piloted and autonomous UAVs.  This will also allow us to draw correlations between certain types of uses in order to determine which UAV applications are more easily accepted. It will also allow us to find if there is an appreciable difference in sentiment toward autonomous or remote-controlled UAVs, and if that depends on the use.  

In addition, we would like to be able to report the overall approval of each application by the voting public, whose opinion will ultimately be more important than non-voters.
Expected Results

While we cannot exactly predict what the public response will be, there are some responses that seem more likely than others.  We believe that the public will have a significant level of discomfort with UAVs.  

This discomfort will be even greater in association with autonomous UAVs, since no human is involved in its control, but it will still be prevalent with human-controlled UAVs.  This discomfort will likely be more evident in older respondents, who are generally seen as more conservative when it comes to technology.  Younger age groups will have a greater level of confidence in the safety and effectiveness of the technology.  More prior knowledge of UAVs will correlate with less risk perception, as will a higher level of education.
As far as safety concerns are associated with different applications, the closer a person is located to a site where UAVS might be in use, the more risk they will perceive.  Additionally, more risk will be associated with flying in an airplane near a UAV than being on the ground in the vicinity of a UAV.  The more benefit a respondent associates with a certain application, the less risk they will associate with it.

We could not come to an agreement on a prediction regarding frequency of flying.  One on hand, those who fly more frequently might perceive higher risk because they are sharing the airspace with UAVs.  On the other, those who fly less frequently might have a high perceived risk as well, which is why they do not fly often.

While any of these predictions can be off the mark, we believe that they are a good starting point for gauging what type of results we will obtain from our survey analysis.

Survey Analysis

Responses will be compared to the various demographic responses and generalizations will be made based on different groups, highlighting which are significant.  Correlations will be drawn between applications that receive similar risk perception responses, and we will attempt to analyze how or why these relationships exist.  Differences in opinion about the two different types of UAVs will be highlighted, paying special attention to where these differences are most pronounced.  Risk associated with being in an airplane versus being on the ground will be compared, as will benefits associated with society and the UAV user.
Survey Distribution

A survey can be conducted in many ways - from interviews in person to online forms - and each have their own benefits.  We will be using a written survey handed out in person.  This will allow us to easily conduct simultaneous surveys and to efficiently use incentives to draw respondents, speeding up the information collection process and eliminating waste associated with non-respondents.  We originally considered using the Pittsburgh jury pool, but have decided to distribute in shopping centers instead.  The survey should only take about 15 minutes to complete, and respondents will be compensated for their time in some way.  Ideas include Carnegie Mellon trinkets, $2 bills, and a raffle for a toy airplane.  We would like to receive 300 survey responses to ensure that our data will be statistically significant.

Additional Research

In addition to a survey, related research will be conducted to give our survey results more perspective and to, generally, enhance our understanding of public perception.  We will analyze the various sources of information available to the general public, comparing these to what sources of information are used by our respondents.  We will compare the information in these sources to generally accepted information and develop an understanding of how accurate or useful this information is to the public.
Also, we will attempt to put this potential integration of UAVs into the NAS in a historical perspective.  One interesting way this might be possible is by obtaining public risk perception data regarding commercial airlines when they first became main-stream.  While we do not yet have specifics about this information or its availability, it could prove very useful in understanding our results.

