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The fast changing field of social media (SM) research presents unique challenges for research ethics committees (RECs).
This article examines notions of experience and expertise in the context of REC members reviewing proposals for SM
research and considers the role of the RECs in this area of review. We analyze |9 interviews with REC members to
highlight that a lack of personal and professional experience of SM, compounded by a lack of institutional and professional
guidelines, mean many REC members feel they do not possess sufficient expertise to review SM research. This view was
supported by 14 interviews with SM researchers. REC members drew on strategies to overcome their lack of experience,
although most SM researchers still found this problematic, to varying degrees. We recommend several steps to ensure
REC expertise in SM research keeps pace of this fast-developing field, taking a pro-active, dialogic approach.
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Introduction

There has been an increase in recent years in the use of social
media (SM) for research purposes, in part due the increase in
the range and use of such platforms and the variety of data
they produce (Bassett & O’Riordan, 2002; Carter et al.,
2016; Zeng, Chen, Lusch, & Li,2010), resulting in a research
agenda that has “drawn attention from research communities
in all major disciplines” (Zeng et al., 2010, p. 14). This
increased use of SM data for research purposes raises a
range of new ethical challenges. Debate has centered around
several key issues relating to whether SM data should be
considered human subjects research or published data,
whether SM users have perceived expectations of privacy
when using SM platforms and how this influences practices
of consent (is consent required, is it feasible?), and issues of
confidentiality and identifiability of participants (Bassett &
O’Riordan, 2002; Carter et al., 2016; Henderson, Johnson,
& Auld, 2013). Given these challenges, many scholars feel
that SM research complexities traditional research ethics
frameworks, such as those proposed by Emanuel, Wendler,
and Grady (2008), who outline eight ethical principles which
commonly underpin institutional and professional ethical
guidelines. These principles include collaborative partner-
ship, social value, scientific validity, fair selection of study
population, favorable risk—benefit ratio, independent review,
informed consent, and respect for recruited participants and
communities (Emanuel et al., 2008; Emanuel, Wendler,
Killen, & Grady, 2004). Henderson et al (2013) argue that,

although traditional principles “continue to be relevant and
valuable, [. . .] there needs to be a more nuanced understand-
ing of how they apply in new and emerging technology-
mediated social spaces” (p. 547).

Scholars and professional bodies have published guide-
lines to aid SM researchers and research ethics committees
(REC; in the U.S. Institutional Review Boards [IRBs]) as
they try to navigate this new and complex ethical terrain
(The British Psychological Society, 2013; British
Sociological Association, 2017; Markham & Buchanan,
2012). The guidelines—noting the fast-developing nature
of SM, and the variety of unique SM platforms available to
research—purport that developing specific, blanket ethical
principles for SM research is difficult and undesirable. As
the British Sociological Association (BSA) highlight in
their recently published statement of ethical practice for
digital research:

We should not necessarily rule out digital research that does
not conform to ethics processes originally designed in a very
different context, nor can we provide guidelines that encompass
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all forms of digital research that may become possible in future.
Each research situation is unique and it will not be possible
simply to apply a standard template in order to guarantee
ethical practice. (BSA, 2017, p. 11)

These guidelines advocate a researcher-led, case-based
approach to ethical decision making, rather than strict guide-
lines on how to conduct such research ethically (Samuel,
Derrick, & Van Leeuwen, 2019). Although this seems the
most appropriate approach with which to consider ethical
decision making for SM research, guidelines have been
described by researchers as both limited and insufficient
(Samuel et al., 2019; Woodfield et al., 2013).

When reviewing SM research, RECs need to negotiate
this lack of guidance, or consensus regarding the ethical
implications of SM research, and the fact that traditional
ethical principles (Emanuel et al., 2008) may no longer
apply or may need adjusting. Although there have been
calls to provide more REC training in this area to help REC
members negotiate these challenges (Buchanan & Hvizdak,
2009; Woodfield et al., 2013), SM researchers rarely pub-
lish how they negotiate the ethical challenges they face
(Ienca et al., 2018; Samuel et al., 2019) and are not always
required to submit research for ethical review, offering little
in the way of passing on knowledge to RECs in this area
(Henderson et al., 2013)." Previous research suggests that
when there is a lack of clear guidance or knowledge during
REC group ethical decision making, REC members use jus-
tifications (or “warrants”) based on their professional or
personal experiences, which must then be accepted by the
group as sufficient to support their judgment. When REC
members lack warrants, a process of deliberation, which
welcomes researcher input, is required (Stark, 2011).

Given the ethical challenges of SM research, and given
the lack of clear ethical guidance in this area, using an inter-
view methodology, we wanted to explore which warrants
REC members draw upon when reviewing SM research
proposals. We were interested in the influence of these war-
rants on their decision making, and on the decision making
of SM researchers, and the implications of this more broadly
in terms of REC review of SM research proposals. Previous
scholarship has explored REC members’ abilities to act as
experts when reviewing research in which they lack direct
experience, as well as the implications of this in terms of the
value of RECs as a mode of ethics governance more broadly
(Van den Hoonaard & Hamilton, 2016). Given this, we
turned our attention away from our exploration of the nature
of “warrants” to explore these issues further, considering
the role of RECs in reviewing SM research proposals.

In the following section, we provide a brief review of the
literature exploring the role and nature of expertise in RECs.
We then document our interview methodology before pre-
senting our findings. The findings explore REC and
researcher perceptions of REC experience and expertise in

relation to SM research and the implications of this for the
ethics review for SM research.

RECs and Expertise

RECs are a central feature of ethics governance in many
Higher Education Institutions, but their necessity and value,
particularly in the social sciences, is still questioned
(Birnbacher, 2012; Douglas, 2012; Emmerich, 2015;
Rasmussen, 2016; Van den Hoonaard & Hamilton, 2016).
One of the many prominent concerns relates to RECs’ lack
of experience and/or expertise when reviewing research in
certain (social) scientific fields which use specific method-
ologies, or have “untraditional” ethical concerns which
need addressing (Birnbacher, 2012; Douglas, 2012;
Emmerich, 2015; Iltis & Sheehan, 2016; Rasmussen, 2016).
Others, such as Garrard and Dawson (2005), have chal-
lenged these critiques, arguing that the legitimacy of RECs
derives from the diversity of their members and the process
of deliberation they engage in and, therefore, “there are no
more grounds to worry about the legitimacy and authority
of RECs than of any other similarly constituted regulatory
body” (p. 423) or similarly fallible human institution.” As is
also noted below, RECs have strategies in place for situa-
tions where members’ collective lack of experience may
call this legitimacy into question.

However, perceived issues remain regarding REC expe-
rience/expertise because the terms “experience” and “exper-
tise” are often used interchangeably, although experience is
arguably an overly simplistic measure of expertise (Hapeshi,
2014). To improve ethics governance within Higher
Education Institutions—or perceptions of this governance,
more thought is needed regarding how these terms apply in
the context of REC decision making. Hapeshi (2014) argues
that expertise is better viewed as being socially constructed,
that is, as dependent on how others view a REC member
and whether or not they value them as an expert. Collins
and Evans offer an alternative conceptualization (Collins &
Evans, 2007). For these authors, to be considered an expert
capable of making judgments and engaging in dialogue
within a particular field, REC members must have at the
minimum “interactional” expertise, that is, not necessarily
being a researcher within a field, but being able to discuss a
research field due to familiarity with the relevant literature.
At a maximum, REC members must have contributory
expertise—the “traditional way of thinking about expertise”
(p- 24), acquired through firsthand experience in a field.
This necessity for expertise is crucial if a REC member is to
make ethical judgments on a research proposal in a particu-
lar scientific field (Savulescu, 2017). Sirotin and colleagues
found that REC Chairs reviewing mental-health-related
research draw on colleagues with appropriate scientific
expertise for help when reviewing proposals for which they
have little experience (Sirotin et al., 2010). Hammersley
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notes, “sound ethical judgment, like good practical research
decision-making, demands contextual knowledge”
(Hammersley, 2009, p. 220); and Ienca and colleagues
stress the need for awareness of the methodological chal-
lenges presented by new forms of health data research,
highlighting the interconnection between ethical, method-
ological, and technical issues (Ienca et al., 2018, p. 9).
Therefore, although it is important to note that RECs must
in the first instance draw on research ethics principles as
opposed to their understanding of the research topic/ method
in question, REC members must be mindful of the ethical
implications of new forms of research and the ways in
which they might problematize traditional frameworks.

REC members cannot, however, have contributory, or
even interactional, scientific expertise in all fields of
research which require ethics review (Dove & Garattini,
2018). Indeed, most RECs frequently have to review novel
research approaches or research using novel technologies—
this is not an issue which is unique to SM research (Milford,
Wassenaar, & Slack, 2006; Mutenherwa, Wassenaar, & de
Oliveira, 2018). For example, Mhaskar conducted a nation-
wide survey of IRB members from major U.S. research uni-
versities focusing on basic knowledge about clinical
research study designs and found significant knowledge
deficits within committees (Mhaskar et al., 2015). Dove
similarly identified a lack of REC member expertise in
data-intensive science, including the challenges it presents
to traditional notions of “specific” consent and the need to
link data to multiple datasets (Dove & Garattini, 2018), and
Buchanan and Ess’s (2009) extensive survey of U.S. IRBs
has previously suggested that members often feel underpre-
pared to evaluate study protocols involving SM research
methods (Buchanan & Ess, 2009). Most recently, Ienca and
colleagues highlight the challenges posed for RECs by the
new and complex nature of health-related big data (Ienca at
al., 2018, p.1). In contrast, a recent U.K. survey found little
issue with REC member experience of SM research, but
was conducted at primarily one institution and cannot be
considered as representative (Carter et al., 2016).

For some, REC members’ lack of contributory expertise
is unproblematic since an important purpose of committees
is to foster a diversity and range of expertise so that mem-
bers who lack expertise in one field can defer ethical judg-
ments to other committee members (Dove & Garattini,
2018). As Hapeshi’s findings suggest “committee members
see themselves as part of a team, with individual members
making different contributions to a collective task. Viewing
REC members in this way allows their different expertise to
be formally recognized” (Hapeshi, 2014, p.v). It is also
important to remember that, other than in the case of an
expedited review or where chair’s action is taken, decisions
rarely rest on the experience of a single member, rather rec-
ommendations are made by individual members and deci-
sions are made by the REC as a whole. Moreover, it could

be argued that in situations in which no committee member
has the relevant contributory expertise, REC members will
already be well-versed interactional experts in how to apply
“standard, traditional” ethical principles for these fields of
research, which should be considered in the first instance.

Others find this scenario more problematic since some
research fields, which complicate traditional standards of
ethical practice (Emanuel et al., 2008), raise issues for
which REC members may be ill-equipped to negotiate,
and their interactional expertise may no longer apply.
Savulescu has called for more contributory expertise via
superregional specialist ethics committees “with people
with the right skills and experience to identify risks and to
engage in ethical reflection and deliberation” (Savulescu,
2017, p. 2). Goodyear-Smith and colleagues propose,
improving interactional expertise in other research areas.
In relation to implementation science, they call for educat-
ing committee members on the nature of such research,
including “researchers explicitly mentioning these issues
in their application; supplying a key paper outlining this
type of research as supplementary material; or seeking the
opportunity to meet with the committee and explain co-
design in the context of their proposal” (Goodyear-Smith,
Jackson, & Greenhalgh, 2015).

SM research is a research field which complicates tradi-
tional standards of ethical practice, such as those outlined
by Emanuel at al. (2008). For example, McKee (2013)
highlights the ways in which SM such as Facebook and
Twitter blur the boundaries between public and private,
with traceable, publicly available data problematizing
notions of anonymity, informed consent, and what might
constitute “human” research—issues which are com-
pounded by what is often an absence of direct communica-
tion between researchers and participants. Issues
surrounding privacy and consent, in addition the implica-
tions of user expectations of SM with regard to usage of
their data, have also been highlighted as ethical challenges
in SM research (Conway & Connor, 2016). Hibbin, Samuel,
and Derrick (2018) also found that the public availability of
SM data problematized traditional ethical principles, advo-
cating for a more “nuanced approach to data use and con-
sent” (p.149) within RECs. Little research has explored
notions of experience and expertise in this context, how
they play out when RECs review SM research and what this
tells us about the role of the REC in reviewing SM research.
The following research questions are addressed in this arti-
cle to explore these issues:

1. What is the association between REC experience
and their level of expertise in relation to the ethics of
SM research, as perceived by
a. REC members
b. SM researchers
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2.  What impact does this have on the decision making
of RECs regarding the ethical implications of SM
research?

This article reports REC member experience and expertise
reviewing SM research, and discusses the implications of
these findings in terms of the conceptualizations of exper-
tise highlighted above, as well as in terms of ethical REC
governance of the SM research field in general.

Method

Recruitment and Sampling

REGs. Sixty-three REC Chairs and/or members at the 20
most research-intensive U.K. universities® (as determined
by the U.K. Research Excellence Framework 2014) were
identified via university websites and contacted, 19 of
whom responded and participated (nine Chairs, one deputy
Chair, nine members). This means that our response rate
was 29%, which, although low, is within the normal param-
eters for qualitative research.

Participants represented 13 U.K. institutions across 18
different university-level or faculty/department-level RECs.
Ten participants sat on a university-level REC, and 13 par-
ticipants sat on a departmental/faculty-level REC (four par-
ticipants sat on both). REC members came from a range of
disciplinary backgrounds (education, psychology, sociol-
ogy, philosophy, psychiatry, history, health, and politics),
however, no differences in interviewees’ experiences of SM
research and their perceived expertise were highlighted in
their narratives.

Researchers. An in-depth bibliometric search for publica-
tions using U.K. SM research data was conducted to iden-
tify U.K. researchers using SM data (N=147). After
data-cleaning, from these, 14 researchers participated in the
interviews. Scholars were from psychology, computer sci-
ence, informational systems, Science, Technology, and
Society (STS), anthropology, linguistics, and public health,
and were experienced with using a broad range of different
qualitative, quantitative, and modeling methods.

Interviews

Interviews were semi-structured. G.S. conducted recorded
interviews (40-60 min) either face-to-face, over the tele-
phone or via Skype. Interview schedules were constructed to
answer the research questions. The interview schedule for
REC interviews asked participants about their own experi-
ence of using SM data for research, as well as their use of SM
more generally in their professional or personal life. The
questions also explored interviewees’ views about the ethical

issues surrounding the use of SM data in research, their
knowledge about the policies at their own institution in
relation to this, their experiences of reviewing such
research in a REC capacity, and their decision making in
relation to this. We also asked about any guidelines, train-
ing, or literature they had used to aid their decision mak-
ing in this area and, for those with no experience in this
area of ethics review, how interviewees thought they
would make decisions about this research in their capacity
as a REC Chair/member.

The interview schedule for researchers similarly
explored interviewee’s views and experiences about the
ethical issues surrounding the use of SM data for research
and knowledge about the policies at their own institution in
relation to this. We also explored researcher’s views about
whether such research should require ethics approval,
whether they choose to have their research reviewed, and
any guidelines they referred to, to aid their decision making
in this area.

Interview schedules can be made available upon request.

Analysis

Data were analyzed using a grounded theory approach and
inductive reasoning (Charmaz, 2006; Strauss, 1987). The
analysis and coding of the data was completed in two stages:
overview analysis and detailed analysis. Overview analysis
consisted of memo-making. This phase was conducted in
duplicate by the authors. Lengthy discussion post memo-
making pointed to relevant themes of interest, and a detailed
analysis of the data, the results of which are detailed in the
following section.

Results

In the following section, the results of our analysis are out-
lined and discussed. We begin by addressing the themes
arising from the REC interviews. We consider the implica-
tions of REC members’ limited personal and professional
exposure to SM on the extent to which they felt warranted
to make judgments on the ethics of SM research. We then
highlight how this is compounded by a lack of clear formal
guidelines from both institutions and professional bodies,
and outline the strategies REC members use in lieu of such
guidelines.

We close this section by turning to the perspectives and
experiences of the SM researchers interviewed—highlight-
ing the implications of REC members’ lack of experience
for those going through the review process, and its impact
on the perceived purpose of RECs and the ethics review
process. The broader implications of these findings, in
terms of our research questions and practice in this area, are
then considered in the conclusion to the article.
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Lack of Professional and Personal Warrants

REC members had limited exposure to reviewing SM
research proposals and some had never previously encoun-
tered such a proposal (n = 6/19). As such, many interview-
ees had not thought deeply about the ethical issues related
to such research. Some interviewees had tried to address
this, attending workshops and training events. However,
although viewed as useful, there was an implicit suggestion
by some REC members that such training did not always
equate to being able to make their own decisions in their
role as REC members. For example, for REC Member 1,
despite being a member of the Association of Internet
Researchers and having some awareness of the ethical
issues surrounding SM, they were “mostly an observer” in
such discussions and did not claim to possess any degree of
relevant expertise.

In cases where REC members have no professional
experience, Stark and others state that members will
draw on personal experience during ethical decision
making (Fitzgerald, Phillips, & Yule, 2006; Stark, 2011),
but interviewees’ lack of exposure to reviewing SM
research proposals was compounded by a lack of both
research and personal experience of using SM platforms.
In fact, only a minority of interviewees (n = 5/19) explic-
itly acknowledged interacting with SM platforms for per-
sonal reasons and only five participants reportedly used
SM data for their own research. Many interviewees were
therefore also unable to draw upon such experience of
SM platforms to aid with their decision making. Five of
the REC members spoke about a generational gap
between research students/early career researchers and
more senior academics, who were perceived to be less
likely to use SM in either a personal or professional
capacity. REC Member 3 described himself as “too old”
to use SM and questioned whether they were the “right
person” to comment on the use of SM data for research.
In contrast, younger scholars were perceived to be more
likely to use SM in research (“it’s mostly students using
social media to collect data” REC Member 18) and dis-
semination of research findings:

I mean, you look at public engagement side of things, and
that’s where you see the link the use of SM technology. That’s
mainly done by research associates or younger academics, less
so by the PI. So I think there’s something there which is perhaps
a generational thing. (REC Member 8)

Some REC members suggested that this limited personal
and professional exposure to SM positioned them as unable
to provide valuable insights into the topic of the interview—
exploring REC members’ perceptions of the ethical issues
related to SM research. For example, in response to a ques-
tion regarding their experience of SM in their role as a

researcher, REC Member 1 considered whether they were a
suitable participant for this study:

I might be in fact the worst person to interview but—because I
don’t have any social media account. I never use social media
account. [. . .] Obviously, I know Facebook and Twitter—and
what’s that the one that you share pictures—Instagram. But
kind of like those things are the ones that I only know from
day-to-day life. I never use any of them; I never did any
research on them. (REC Member 1)

REC Member 2 made similar comments regarding their
suitability as an interviewee, stating that “I’'m the wrong
person for you to—to be enrolled in this, really. I have abso-
lutely nothing to do with social media.”

These findings raise questions about which warrants
our interviewees drew upon during their decision making
in the absence of professional and personal warrants. REC
members’ reluctance to assert expertise in this area, and
the tentativeness of their answers illustrates a degree of
uncertainty regarding the ethical issues arising from such
research. As several interviewees suggested, their lack of
familiarity with the intricacies of such platforms and the
conditions in which the data have been created meant that
they lacked the requisite personal and professional war-
rants to make informed judgments on the ethics of such
research. Although there is an increasing number of ethics
applications from SM researchers, the overall number of
SM research proposals is still relatively low, so REC
members remain inexperienced. This is problematic con-
sidering the rising number of applications coming through
for review, as RECs do not yet have the prior experiences
on which to base their judgments.

Lack of Ethical Guidelines for SM Research

Interviewees reported a lack of useful ethics guidelines spe-
cific to SM research to aid them with their ethical decision
making. This left no set precedent (or professional warrant)
to fall back on for those who lacked experience in this area.
This, compounded by the fact that researchers rarely report
on the ethical issues arising from such research (Henderson
etal., 2013; Ienca et al., 2018; Samuel et al., 2019)4 and the
fact that SM is a new, complex and fast changing phenom-
enon, made it difficult for REC members to know how to
make appropriate decisions about SM research.

In most cases, institutional guidelines were either non-
existent or in the process of being developed and imple-
mented, often comprising “occasional paragraphs in our
existing guidelines” (REC Member 11). Although inter-
viewees did note that the development of guidelines was an
“ongoing process” (REC Member 11), prompted by arise in
the number of such applications. These findings are in line
with those from the ethics guideline analysis strand of this
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project, which highlighted that 18 out of 20 universities did
not have ethics guidelines for SM research (although four
were in the process of developing guidelines, and six were
aware that they were needed, or directed researchers to
external guidelines) (Samuel, Derrick, & Van Leeuwen,
2019).

Beyond institutional guidelines, interviewees spoke
about SM guidelines published by various professional
bodies—for example, the Association of Internet
Researchers (Markham & Buchanan, 2012) and The British
Psychological Society (2013). Some interviewees placed
heavy weight on these documents to make up for their lack
of personal and professional experience of SM. For exam-
ple, REC member 16 felt that this guidance (and the low
number of SM proposals they are faced with) meant they
were confident in reviewing SM research proposals despite
their lack of personal and professional experience:

I do feel overall, yes, that we were in a position to be able to
respond. I don’t think for every situation potentially but given
the low numbers that we get I’m not sure that we necessarily be
caught out or faced with a challenging or situation that guidance
couldn’t help us work through. (REC Member 16)

However, most interviewees, echoing the literature (Hibbin
et al., 2018), described the guidelines as “vague.” In con-
trast to less dynamic, more homogeneous fields, this vague-
ness was perceived by nearly half of the interviewees (n =
8/19) as something which could not be rectified for SM
research. Rather than referring to specific platforms and the
different challenges they present, it was this constant stream
of new, constantly evolving SM platforms which made
keeping up with the ethical implications of SM research dif-
ficult. There was an awareness that the guidelines needed to
remain flexible enough to be applicable to a variety of SM
platforms, both now and in the future. REC Member 1, for
example, perceived little purpose in the process of develop-
ing guidelines which will expire no sooner than RECs have
caught up with the latest developments. Consequently,
some REC members question whether it is even desirable to
enforce a set of restrictive guidelines onto all SM research
if these guidelines will change as technology advances;

if you enforce something, then it’s going to be completely
irrelevant in some other context and then it’s going to cause a
trouble rather than help you. But it may not be helpful in two
years, so you just have to sit down and think about all the
ethics. (REC Member 1)

Although in some cases formal guidelines were considered
useful for inexperienced REC members, most interviewees
recognized that for the field of SM research, guidelines

could only partially compensate for REC’s lack of experi-
ence and perceived expertise with regard to SM research.

Strategies to Aid Decision Making

When unsure about the ethical implications of SM propos-
als, some interviewees spoke about educating themselves in
this area; “when I first started, I hadn’t much experience in
that, so it’s also trying to research what the issues are”
(Interviewee 17). A number of them also spoke about SM
ethics training days which had been implemented in some
of their institutions: “we invited her [an expert in SM] to
speak to our research committee . . . it was our annual train-
ing day” (Interviewee 5).

Interviewees also deferred ethical judgment to those
REC members more experienced than themselves.
Interviewee 10 suggested that when faced with the task of
reviewing a proposal for research which uses platforms
they are unfamiliar with, they would not feel confident
responding without seeking advice from someone else. This
is because they would not be aware of the potential ethical
consequences of using the platform for research purposes
due to the newness and fast changing nature of the plat-
forms. Although they did not see this as an issue, as they
note that an awareness of this gap in knowledge, and the
fact that it is a “known unknown,” means that they can take
steps to address this:

So, I think that’s certainly a big concern and I just don’t know
if I got an application from someone who wants to use dark
web I would have to take advice, I wouldn’t know quite what I
was judging, but you know, I know I don’t know so it’s a kind
of a known unknown.

This decision to seek advice was echoed by many of the
other interviewees, who spoke about the importance of
knowing when to seck out expertise. Such expertise could
be gathered from other members of the REC committee, or
from RECs in other departments or faculties:

My understanding of all our committee members is that they
have enough insight to know that obviously is this something
that they are dealing with that they are not aware of. They can
ask for another member to take over or ask for guidance, the
next we’ve got people from the data management and big data
groups and things like that. (REC Member 17)

Interviewees explained that working on a case-by-case
basis and dealing with issues “after the fact” is generally
used by REC members when faced with any issue or meth-
odology which they are unfamiliar with. The hope was that
this approach, incrementally drawing on lessons learned
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from previous experiences when considering present appli-
cations, would lead to shared understandings and more for-
malized norms of ethical practice, building interactional
expertise. As Interviewee 11 suggested, once REC mem-
bers have increased experience of reviewing SM research
and they have built a knowledge base regarding potential
ethical issues of SM research, ideas regarding what consti-
tutes best practice will be solidified:

I think more likely, step-by-step that some of the things that we
decided on case-by-case basis may become more formalized,
such that we can actually can give people advice of this would
be acceptable, this wouldn’t or have you thought about
something else. And I think that just comes from the committees
having more experience.

Thus, in line with previous literature (Sirotin et al., 2010),
our findings suggest RECs have strategies in place to
develop their interactional expertise—by identifying
experts in the field and working on a case-by-case basis.

Researcher Views

Findings from SM researchers highlight the implications of
the findings above for those who are under review. This is
important as, in line with the social construction of exper-
tise discussed earlier, an individual (REC member) can be
defined as an expert only if they are perceived by others to
be so. Only two researcher interviewees felt REC members
had sufficient experience with reviewing SM research pro-
posals. One of whom, Researcher 3, was also a REC mem-
ber and believed RECs are now more familiar with, and
have a better understanding of the ethical implications of
using SM data for research:

Certainly, with ethics committees, when I started in 2004, there
was [ . .. ] this assumption that you can’t possibly do that, it’s
just wrong. When asked why, there was no explanation. But
nowadays, it’s become more and more—it’s become more and
more understandable and maybe people are familiar with it [the
use of SM data for research].

For others, who perceived there to be a lack of experience
within RECs, the extent to which they perceived REC
member inexperience with SM research as problematic
varied. For several interviewees, it was unproblematic.
For them, REC members were not required to possess
interactional expertise since researchers were equally
responsible for thinking through the ethical issues related
to SM research. Here, in a process of collaboration and
negotiation with the researcher, RECs could use their
ethical expertise to tease out and predict any ethical con-
cerns which needed to be addressed. The review process

for them was therefore an opportunity to engage in a dia-
logue with the REC, and a mutual exchange of knowledge
(Holland, 2016). Researcher 9 describes ethics review as
something they do with the REC, rather than something
that is done to them. This is a useful process in which the
researcher receives and responds to feedback, requiring
them to thoroughly think through the issues and deepen
their own understanding: “I mean stepping back, the way
that we would negotiate any ethical issue is in collabora-
tion with the ethics board. So putting it together, submit-
tingit...”

Researcher 7 also explained that it is not feasible to
expect REC members to be experts in every kind of research,
but that the process is about communicating and answering
questions to work through issues and address concerns the
REC member might have:

I think you can’t guarantee that any research ethics committee
will have expertise in the kind of research you do, I think it’s
kind of naive to expect that but in my experience, research
ethics committees will ask researchers to explain—you know,
they might have to ask the question. And I think it’s okay to
ask questions as a research ethics committee and you know,
and then researchers can explain why they think this approach
is appropriate rather than that approach, you know, in the face
of any kind of issues that the ethics committee might be
concerned about.

In contrast, the majority of the researchers interviewed
expressed reservations about RECs’ perceived lack of expe-
rience with reviewing research using SM data.” For exam-
ple, although Researcher 2 understood that researchers
should be required to think through the ethical issues relat-
ing to their research on their own and then engage in a
degree of open dialogue with the REC, this exercise was
seen to only be worthwhile when members have sufficient
experience for their judgments to be warranted. Without
sufficient experience, REC member comments were viewed
to be irrelevant and, ultimately, unhelpful:

The committee that’s looking at it [the proposal] should include
people with expertise in social media research or at least
knowledge of the issue because otherwise you can end up
getting comments and requirements and ethical requirements
that are meaningless or unnecessary, which has certainly been
the experience of well, myself and certainly my colleagues,
even more than me.

This perceived lack of experience and familiarity was par-
ticularly problematic for Researcher 6, who felt “quite a
novice researcher in a way” and “just wanted someone else
to have looked at the[ir] research to confirm ‘that’s an ethi-
cal approach’:
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I’m not sure it’s different with social media research because
the ethics boards aren’t experts in it because it is so new so you
kind of feel why do I need to justify it to them when they don’t
know what’s going on here. (Researcher 6)

RECs’ perceived lack of experience reflected a lack of abil-
ity to be able to reassure this less experienced researcher
that they were carrying out their research in an ethical way,
as well as to provide what they viewed as a useful or credi-
ble process. Their perception of the REC was not one of
“experts” whose judgment they could trust. Researcher 10
provides an example of how this lack of inexperience mani-
fests in terms of the ethics approval process as they describe
their negative experiences with their REC (see Note 3).
Here, they describe conflicting views over whether SM
research should be viewed as human participant research
and whether such research requires ethics approval:

it just comes back to them saying they can’t review this because
it doesn’t contain any people or there’s some very sort of
negative response to the request for a review, and that’s why it
had all been held out. And so that was my kind of first
experience in terms of ethics, that the department and their
review system really didn’t know how to handle those kinds of
ethical applications. (Researcher 10)

Overall, most researchers viewed REC members as inexpe-
rienced—although they varied in the extent to which they
viewed this as problematic. At best, this perceived lack of
experience was unproblematic as the review process was
viewed as a collaborative process between the expert in SM
(researcher) and the expert in ethics (REC member); at
worst, researchers thought this equated to a lack of exper-
tise and impacted negatively on their confidence in the eth-
ics review process.

Conclusion

The first research question we sought to address was related
to the implications of REC experience of SM for the extent
to which RECs were viewed to possess expertise on the eth-
ics of SM research by REC members themselves and SM
researchers going through the review process. REC mem-
bers are responsible as experts in research ethics (Moore &
Donnelly, 2015; Stark, 2011). In line with Collins and Evans
(2007) theory of expertise, REC members, at the very least,
need to have “interactional expertise” to be able to engage
in meaningful dialogue with each other and with research-
ers and to make expert judgments. This interactional exper-
tise rests on a degree of indirect experience—experience
reviewing similar applications, familiarity with the litera-
ture, training in the ethics of SM, or discussions with
researchers. Our findings demonstrate that currently many

of our REC members lacked interactional expertise and
therefore could not be considered “experts” in SM research
ethics. However, at least some REC interviewees did speak
about strategies in place to increase their interactional
expertise via interacting with SM research experts when
required.

Alongside Collins and Evans’ understanding of the
relationship between experience and expertise, we can
also consider “expertise” as socially constructed in terms
of how groups identify experts (Hapeshi, 2014). In this
construction of expertise, a REC member “becomes” an
expert through the eyes of researchers. Here many
researcher interviewees perceived REC members as lack-
ing experience and, in turn, did not consider them experts
in SM research. This is problematic insofar as it could ulti-
mately lead to a lack of researcher trust in REC expertise
to conduct their role in reviewing SM research proposals,
and possibly more broadly. Indeed, a wider critical narra-
tive already exists of the waning lack of trust researchers
have for RECs (Guillemin & Gillam, 2013; Van den
Hoonaard & Hamilton, 2016). The implications of this are
important since RECs need to be viewed as experts in
order for the review process to be considered meaningful
and relevant (Hammersley, 2009). This is despite the fact
that the role of the REC is to engage in a dialogue with
researchers (Economic and Social Research Council,
2015; Holland, 2016; Stark, 2011), meaning that the
responsibility to be aware of the ethical implications of
research is not just in the hands of the committee.
Furthermore, the lack of REC expertise in SM research is
understandable, and arguably unavoidable considering the
pace with which the field is moving.

Our second research question considered the implica-
tions of this for the ethics review of SM research and the
role of the REC in this process—how did RECs and
researchers negotiate this perceived lack of expertise dur-
ing the review process? As discussed above, at least some
REC interviewees spoke about seeking out SM research-
ers when required, but this approach needs to become
more extensive. This is with a view to answering previous
calls to understand the relationship between RECs and
researchers as collaborative, and to realize that most of
REC expertise originates from researchers themselves,
through discussing and justifying their own research with
RECs (Holland, 2016; Stark, 2011). In this model, REC
members must acknowledge that “what it means to be
ethical is defined in researcher’s communities of practice”
(Holland, 2016, p. 366). RECs must therefore realize the
importance of engaging and listening to researchers.
Similarly, researchers must be open to understanding that
RECs cannot realistically be expected to understand all of
the issues related to SM research, and that REC expertise
will be gained only from dialogue with researchers work-
ing in the field. As Collins and Evans (2007) note,
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interactional expertise feeds on the contributory expertise
of others. Indeed, our findings suggest that our interview-
ees are already using such a strategy. Elsewhere, we have
also argued for all SM research proposals to be submitted
for REC review so REC members can quickly gain the
interactional expertise necessary to be able to make ethical
judgments on this research (Samuel et al., 2019).

Unavoidable, however, is the difficulty for novice SM
researchers, who, as our findings suggest, cannot bring con-
tributory expertise to RECs, but rather gain interactional
expertise from them. This is supported by other researchers
who claim “those newer to the field were struggling with
knowing where to turn for guidance when making ethical
research decisions” (Woodfield et al., 2013). This issue is
compounded by researcher supervisors who are equally ill-
equipped to offer advice about this type of research, placing
greater importance on the role of the REC. RECs, rather
than being reactive, must have strategies in place before
these situations arise to be considered “experts” and should
consult with those who possess this expertise and seek rel-
evant training. As noted earlier in this article, the issues
identified in this research are not unique to SM, but are
rather a product of the fast-paced nature of scientific
research more generally. RECs are often faced which novel
technologies and research approaches which may present
new ethical challenges. These strategies, and recommenda-
tions made below, could then potentially also be applied, if
required, to the other areas of scientific research subjected
to ethics review which are similarly fast-paced.

Best Practices

Several points of action could be adopted to better equip
RECs with the interactional expertise necessary to fulfill
their role effectively for SM research. First, although we
understand it is not always feasible to expect RECs to pos-
sess experience and expertise in all kind of research under
review in these fast changing research contexts (Buchanan
& Hvizdak, 2009; Henderson et al., 2013), given the com-
plex nature of SM research ethical decision making, and the
increasing use of SM data by researchers generally, RECs
should ensure that at least one REC member on a committee
has experience in the field of SM research. As noted above,
it is also important that RECs engage in a dialogue with SM
researchers and that researchers think carefully about the
ethical implications of their research before review, provid-
ing sufficient context to the committee. We also do not rule
out the establishment of a super-ethics committee for SM
research and/or other innovative digital research platforms
(Savulescu, 2017), although the logistics of such a commit-
tee would require further reflection. Although our findings
suggest that there are limitations with current institutional
and professional guidelines based on traditional ethical
frameworks (Emanuel et al., 2008), we do not suggest that

new separate guidelines are needed for SM research, as it
was not the aim of this research to identify whether more
guidelines are required. We have previously discussed the
relevance and limitations of current guidelines for SM
research ethics and refer the reader to these discussions
(Samuel et al., 2019). Rather, for now, we suggest a more
nuanced, contextualized application of existing guidelines,
assessing applications on a case-by-case basis, in addition
to the regular updating of these guidelines to reflecting the
changing nature of research as we learn more about its ethi-
cal implications, would address these limitations.
Participants suggested that this process was already in
motion in certain institutions, and professional bodies such
as British Educational Research Association (2018) have
also updated their exiting guidance to include SM research.
Furthermore, a number of participants questioned both the
feasibility and desirability of strict formal guidance, consid-
ering the dynamic nature of the field and variety of plat-
forms available.

Limitations

This study has limitations. First, the exploratory nature of
the research and the nature and size of the sample means
that the claims that can be made are limited. For instance,
despite the fact that participants came from a range of disci-
plinary backgrounds, it makes it difficult to make claims
regarding differences between disciplines in RECs confi-
dence and perceived ability to review SM proposals. This
would be an important factor to explore in future research
and would require a broader range of disciplines (e.g., rep-
resentation from the Arts and Humanities and the core
Sciences), and greater representations from each group.

Research Agenda

Other factors not addressed here, but which would be
interesting future directions for research, include the per-
spectives of SM users with regard to the use of SM data
for research purposes, and differences in the impact of the
specific SM platforms used in research on RECs confi-
dence and ability to review such research. It is also impor-
tant that future research explores the effectiveness of any
training initiatives, especially since one of our interview-
ees still felt inexperienced when reviewing SM proposals
(an “observer”) while being a member of the Association
of Internet Researchers and having some awareness of the
ethical issues.

Educational Implications

In cases where it is not possible to implement the recom-
mendations made above, it may be effective to engage REC
members and researchers in training in the ethics of SM
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research, as has been proposed by others (Buchanan &
Hvizdak, 2009; Woodfield et al., 2013), preferably led by
researchers using SM who can share their contributory
expertise. Several researchers and REC members suggested
that this was already happening in their respective institu-
tions and it is a strategy that has been used in other research
contexts where ethical expertise may be lacking (Aalborg
et al.,, 2016; Aboud et al., 2018; Ajuwon & Kass, 2008;
Chen, 2003; Dubois, Dueker, Anderson, & Campbell,
2008). Such training might also take the form of online,
peer reviewed, open access training modules on the ethics
of SM research to complement those already hosted on plat-
forms such as the training and resources in research ethics
evaluation (TRREE; https://elearning.trree.org/) website.

Overall, REC interviewees lacked experience and
expertise when reviewing SM research, and while strate-
gies were sometimes in place to negotiate this inexperi-
ence, and increase their interactional expertise through
speaking to SM research experts, researchers themselves
still perceived REC lack of experience/expertise as prob-
lematic. We have suggested several steps to ensure REC
interactional expertise in SM research keeps up with the
pace of this fast-developing field.
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Notes

1. There are, however, an increasing number of exceptions,
with a range of case studies being published which dis-
cuss the ethical issues arising from specific SM research

projects (Grinyer, 2007; Lomborg, 2013; Sharkey et al.,
2011; Whiteman, 2012).

2. The authors are aware that some of the evidence on which
these criticisms are based is anecdotal, however, such evi-
dence still indicates that there is an issue with regard to
perceptions of REC expertise. Further support for this is
provided by empirical evidence, such as that cited in this
section, which demonstrates the challenges faced by RECs
when reviewing research in which lack experience or
expertise. We also highlight in this section how RECs deal
with this perceived lack of expertise and the strategies they
put in place.

3. RECs in U.K. HEIs are not directly governed by U.K. laws,
although they must comply with a number of laws relevant to
research ethics, such as those relating to data protection and
human rights. The organization and composition of RECs are
largely at the discretion of the host institution/ department,
although in certain disciplines there may be funder/ profes-
sional body requirements that need to be met.

4. See Note 1.

5. The authors are aware that it is common for researchers to
be critical of RECs, as discussed in Van den Hoonaard and
Hamilton (2016), and that researchers may hold some bias.
However, it is of value to consider their views as RECs and
researchers negotiate this emerging field of SM research.
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