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Ethical use of visual social media content in
research publications
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At a research ethics workshop at the 2015 CSCW conference (Fiesler et al., 2015),
researchers in our community respectfully disagreed about using public social media data
for research without the consent of those who had posted the material. Some argued that
researchers had no obligation to gain consent from each person whose data appeared in a
public social media dataset. Others contended that, instead, people should have to
explicitly opt in to having their data collected for research purposes. The issue of consent
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for social media data remains an ongoing debate among researchers. In this blog post, we
tackle a much smaller piece of this puzzle, focusing on the research ethics but not the legal
aspects of this issue: how should researchers approach consent when including
screenshots of user-generated social media posts in research papers? Because
analysis of visual social media content is a growing research area, it is important to identify
research ethics guidelines.

We first discuss a few approaches to using user-generated social media images ethically in
research papers. In a 2016 paper that we co-authored, we used screenshots from
Instagram, Tumblr, and Twitter to exemplify our characterizations of eating disorder
presentation online (Pater, Haimson, Andalibi, & Mynatt, 2016). Though these images were
posted publicly, we felt uncomfortable using them in our research paper without consent
from the posters. We used an opt-out strategy, in which we included content in the paper
as long as people did not explicitly opt out. We contacted 17 people using the messaging
systems on the social media site where the content appeared, gave them a brief
description of the research project, and explained that they could opt out of their post being
presented in the paper by responding to the message. We sent these messages in May
2015, and intended to remove people’s images from the paper if they responded before
the paper's final submission for publication five months later in October 2015. Out of the 17
people that we contacted, three people gave explicit permission to use their images in the
paper, and the remaining 14 did not respond. Though this was sensitive content due to the
eating disorder context, it did not include any identifiable pictures (e.g. a poster’s face) or
usernames. While we were not entirely comfortable using content from the 14 people who
did not give explicit permission, this seemed to be in line with ethical research practices
within our research community (e.g. (Chancellor, Lin, Goodman, Zerwas, & De Choudhury,
2016), who did not receive users’ consent to use images, but did blur any identifiable
features). We ultimately decided that including the images did more good than harm,
considering that our paper contributed an understanding of online self-presentation for a
marginalized population, which could have important clinical and technological
implications. Another paper (Andalibi, Ozturk, & Forte, 2017) took a different approach to
publishing user-generated visual content. Because the authors had no way of contacting
posters, they instead created a few example posts themselves, which included features
similar but not identical to the images in the dataset, to communicate the type of images
they referenced in the paper. This is similar to what Markham (2012) calls “fabrication as
ethical practice.”

AHRECS in 2017
The Australasian Human Research Ethics Consultancy Services Pty Ltd has already been
commissioned to do some work in early 2017 for some new clients, including the onsite
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delivery of training for REC members, which we will let you know about in the January
edition.

We will also soon be launching a new online service that we believe hasn't been tried
anywhere else. Some details also in the January 2017 edition.

Best wishes for the holiday season
Colin, Gary, Mark and Martin would like to wish you all a safe, restive and thoroughly
glorious time over the holiday season.

You can this post and earlier posts at www.ahrecs.com/blog

Do you know someone
who hasn’t subscribed

yet to the Research
Ethics Monthly? 

Please encourage them
to subscribe now and

help us grow this
community

Got an idea
for a post

or a suggestion
for a guest? 

Send an email to
gary@ahrecs.com

Do you have a view,
feedback or some

constructive criticism on
this or other posts?

Every item has comment
link so you can have

your say and continue
the conversation.

RESOURCE LIBRARY
Have you checked out the resource library recently?
New items are added daily. There are separate sections
for Human Research Ethics and Research Integrity.
There are subsections for different categories of items
e.g. ‘In the news’ and books.

We hate spam and definitely don’t want to be bother you with an wanted emails.
Click here to change your subscription settings.

This newsletter is authorized by the AHRECS team, click here for contact and other details.

http://www.ahrecs.com/blog
mailto:gary@ahrecs.com
https://ahrecs.us13.list-manage.com/profile?u=e12866874805f610ff84582fc&id=b0ba0684eb&e=%5BUNIQID%5D
http://www.ahrecs.com/senior-consultants


18/4/18, 7(24 amResearch Ethics Monthly - December 2016 edition

Page 4 of 4https://us13.campaign-archive.com/?u=e12866874805f610ff84582fc&id=d71276cc24

We would never divulge your details to anyone else, including not disclosing you’re a subscriber,
without your permission.

 

This email was sent to <<Email Address>> 
why did I get this?    unsubscribe from this list    update subscription preferences 

Australasian Human Research Ethics Consultancy Services (AHRECS) · 14 Sovereign Way · Samford Valley, Qld 4520 · Australia 

mailto:%3C%3CEmail%20Address%3E%3E
https://ahrecs.us13.list-manage.com/about?u=e12866874805f610ff84582fc&id=b0ba0684eb&e=%5BUNIQID%5D&c=d71276cc24
https://ahrecs.us13.list-manage.com/unsubscribe?u=e12866874805f610ff84582fc&id=b0ba0684eb&e=%5BUNIQID%5D&c=d71276cc24
https://ahrecs.us13.list-manage.com/profile?u=e12866874805f610ff84582fc&id=b0ba0684eb&e=%5BUNIQID%5D
http://www.mailchimp.com/monkey-rewards/?utm_source=freemium_newsletter&utm_medium=email&utm_campaign=monkey_rewards&aid=e12866874805f610ff84582fc&afl=1

