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Abstract 
The evolution of social technology and research 
methods present ongoing challenges to studying people 
online. Recent high-profile cases have prompted 
discussion among both the research community and the 
general public about the ethical implications of 
researching humans, their information, and their 
activities in large-scale digital contexts. Examples of 
scientific and market research involving Facebook users 
and OKCupid clients exemplify the ethical complexities 
of both studying and manipulating online user behavior. 
When does data science become human subjects 
research, and what are our obligations to these 
subjects as researchers? Drawing from previous work 
around the ethics of digital research, one goal of this 
workshop is to work towards a set of guiding principles 
for CSCW scholars doing research online. 

Workshop Theme 
With greater numbers of people relying on Internet-
enabled services in their daily lives, their accumulated 
traffic and communication patterns leave seemingly 
endless digital traces. Online services, including social 
networking sites, online dating sites, and online gaming 
platforms, are awash in behavioral data, both individual 
and aggregate. This provides sociotechnical researchers 
with unique access to large-scale data that can be used 
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to better understand and challenge traditional theories 
of human behavior [14]. 

However, this kind of access also raises ethical 
concerns about conducting big data research in online 
spaces. This, in turn, has spurred a body of work 
around ethics in digital contexts [3, 10, 11, 14, 15, 19], 
as well as a number of guiding documents intended to 
direct sociotechnical researchers towards ethical 
behaviors [9, 16] and previous CSCW workshops about 
the ethics of digital design [4, 7]. 

As both social technology and research methods 
evolve, traditional research ethics continue to be 
challenged by online settings. There are a number of 
issues worthy of continued dialogue, such as informed 
consent [10], the role of Institutional Review Boards 
[8], appropriate and effective anonymization of 
participants [6, 16] relationships with and 
dissemination of findings to participants [2], the 
definition of public spaces, [5] and public data [19], 
and the collaboration between academic and corporate 
researchers. How can we apply the ACM ethical codes 
of “avoiding harm to others” and “being honest and 
trustworthy” to newer methods for human subjects 
research and design?   

Recent high-profile cases have prompted a great deal 
of discussion about research conducted for both 
business practices and scientific knowledge. 
Announcements about data manipulation in Facebook 
for experimental purposes [12] and OKCupid’s 
manipulation of dating matches on their for-profit 
website [1, 18] have brought with them public 
awareness to issues of research ethics. Coupled with 
the outcry about privacy violations in a post-Snowden 

world, many Internet users are suddenly more aware of 
who might be watching their digital footprints. Under 
what ethical expectations should sociotechnical 
researchers be operating when partnering with 
corporations that collect, aggregate, and manage large 
scale datasets drawn from a customer base? Should 
there be a distinction between scientific and business 
research? When does data science become human 
subjects research? These open questions have spurred 
both public response and discussion within our own 
community; what can we learn from these reactions? 

Activities and Contributions 
This one-day workshop will be structured to facilitate 
deep discussion of current ethical dilemmas faced by 
CSCW researchers. The first half of the workshop will 
frame this discussion with a set of case studies 
presented by participants and organizers. We will use 
these case studies to identify a set of ethical issues as 
particularly pressing to current researchers. 

In the second half of the workshop, we will synthesize 
themes that emerged from the preceding discussion, 
and use these as a starting point to discuss best 
practices for researching online sociotechnical systems. 
We will brainstorm ideas for ethical guidelines for CSCW 
researchers, as well as ideas for interaction with 
Institutional Review Boards and industry ethical 
standards. We will discuss methods for disseminating 
information among our research community as well as 
facilitating public awareness of sociotechnical research. 

The outcome of this workshop will be to generate a 
workshop report that identifies key issues and future 
actions. These will be drawn from our collaborative 
ideas for best practices, illustrative case studies, 

Technical Requirements           
This will be a one-day 
workshop, and will not 
require any special technical 
equipment beyond a screen 
and projector. 

Participants                     
The maximum number of 
participants is 25 (including 
organizers) in order to have a 
more focused discussion 
around the workshop themes, 
working towards ethical 
guidelines for human 
subjects online and potential 
future collaborations among 
different stakeholders 
(industry, government, and 
academia). 

Recruitment                        
A call for participation will be 
sent to different mailing lists, 
including CSCW, CHI, AoIR, 
and CITASA, as well as 
circulated on social 
networking sites such as 
Facebook and Twitter. We will 
invite individuals in industry 
who have experience with or 
are interested in discussing 
the ethics of consumer data 
manipulation and general 
use. We will also create a 
website outlining the purpose 
and goals of the workshop, 
which we will advertise 
widely. This website will be 
hosted by the Consortium for 
the Science of Sociotechnical 
Systems. 



 

recommendations for IRB submissions, and proposals 
for future collaborations and dialogue with individuals 
across industry and academia. 

Workshop Organizers 
Casey Fiesler is a PhD candidate in Human-Centered 
Computing at Georgia Tech. She has a law degree from 
Vanderbilt University, and her dissertation work focuses 
on the role of copyright law in online communities, 
particularly in the context of legal and ethical gray 
areas. 

Alyson Young is a PhD candidate in Human-Centered 
Computing, in the Department of Information Systems, 
at the University of Maryland, Baltimore County. 
Through a background in communications and social 
media research, she focuses broadly on the uses and 
implications of ICTs on individuals, communities and 
organizations, with a particular focus on privacy 
concerns and on the impacts of large scale e-science 
systems on scientific collaboration and knowledge 
production. 

Tamara Peyton is a PhD candidate in the Health 
Information Technologies Lab (HInT-L), in the College 
of Information Sciences and Technology, at The 
Pennsylvania State University. Drawing on a social 
sciences background and former career as an IT 
professional, her research considers the health impact 
of mobile technology interventions on life transition 
challenges.  

Amy Bruckman is a professor in the School of 
Interactive Computing at the Georgia Institute of 
Technology, where she does research on social 
computing, particularly for educational applications. 

Bruckman received her PhD from the MIT Media Lab’s 
Epistemology and Learning group in 1997, and a B.A. in 
Physics from Harvard University in 1987. 

Mary Gray is a senior researcher at Microsoft Research 
and an associate professor in the Media School at 
Indiana University, where she studies the everyday 
uses of digital media among people with marginalized 
access to it. Gray is currently researching the lives of 
crowdsourcing platform workers based in India and the 
United States. Gray trained in anthropology, Native 
American studies, and sociology. She received her PhD 
from UCSD's Communication Department in 2004. 

Jeff Hancock is a Professor of Communication and of 
Information Science at Cornell University, where he 
does research on the psychological aspects of social 
media. Hancock received his PhD from Dalhousie 
University in 2002. 

Wayne Lutters is an Associate Professor of 
Information Systems in the College of Engineering and 
Information Technology at the University of Maryland, 
Baltimore County. Dr. Lutters' research interests are at 
the nexus of computer-supported cooperative work, 
social computing, and knowledge management. He 
specializes in field studies of IT-mediated work, from a 
socio-technical perspective, to better inform the design 
and evaluation of collaborative systems. 
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The ideas for this workshop arose out discussions at the 
2014 Consortium for the Science of Socialtechnial 
Systems Summer Institute, as well as the ethics panel 
at the 2014 Microsoft Faculty Summit. 

Participant Submissions 
We welcome position papers 
or case studies relating to 
current ethical issues of 
human subjects research 
online. Submissions should 
be 4-6 pages including 
references and figures in the 
ACM extended abstract 
format. Position papers 
should provide a strong 
overview of the potential 
participant’s approach to 
ethical research in 
sociotechnical big data and 
experimentation in 
collaborative environments. 
Case studies should be clear 
about the audience, venue, 
research concern, issues 
encountered, and the 
strategies used or proposed 
for addressing challenges. 
Papers will be peer-reviewed, 
and participants will be 
selected based on the fit to 
workshop themes, the quality 
of the contribution, and the 
diversity of the backgrounds 
and institutions presented. 
For both formats, visuals or 
additional materials such as 
videos, system walkthroughs 
or example EULAs can be 
added as addendums.  
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