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General Contexts of Social Media Research 
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Online platforms such as social media
platforms have become crucial elements of
our lives – and have thus also become the

object of academic research. 
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Social media data can also help to identify

Attitudes and opinions,

Behavior,

Characteristics

of human users of digital technologies. 
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The "ABC"



Research based on data 
from social media platforms is not a 

consistent field. 
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different platforms
different methods

different disciplines
different motivations

different skills

different opportunities to access
(restricted) data
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Researchers‘ Practices and Experiences
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Researchers‘ Practices and Experiences

…in General
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Researchers report similar experiences
when interacting with social media

platforms and the complexities they are
entangled in
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Researchers report similar experiences
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platforms and the complexities they are
entangled in
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research ethics

changing platform
access options / ToS

platforms as
black boxes

user expectations / 
privacy

data access
interdisciplinarity

publishing
practices

data sharing

missing data

(unclear) legal 
frameworks

methods as
black boxes

rate limits

ephemerality



…but arrive at different conclusions when it
comes to adressing specific challenges

E.g., in the context of research ethics: 

 Big vs. small data

 Users as authors vs. users as research subjects

 Particularly vulnerable groups (e.g., activists) vs. 
professional / public accounts (e.g., politicians)
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Weller, Katrin, and Katharina E. Kinder-Kurlanda. 2017. "To Share or Not to Share?: Ethical Challenges in Sharing Social 
Media-based Research Data." In Internet Research Ethics for the Social Age, edited by Michael Zimmer, and Katharina E. 
Kinder-Kurlanda, 115-129. New York u.a.: Peter Lang.



…but arrive at different conclusions when it
comes to adressing specific challenges

Or in the context of data collection and sharing: 

 Collections via APIs, scraping, copy/pasting, 
screenshots

 balancing between following principles of good 
scientific practice and between respecting legal 
constraints

 Not sharing data to protect users vs. sharing to 
include users 
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Weller, Katrin, and Katharina E. Kinder-Kurlanda. 2015. "Uncovering the Challenges in Collection, Sharing and 
Documentation: The Hidden Data of Social Media Research?." In Standards and Practices in Large-Scale Social Media 
Research: Papers from the 2015 ICWSM Workshop. Proceedings Ninth International AAAI Conference on Web and 
Social Media Oxford University, May 26, 2015 – May 29, 2015, 28-37. Ann Arbor, MI: AAAI Press.
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Social media
platforms (and their

affordances)
Social media users with 

different levels of 
professionalism / 

vulnerability

Researchers with
interests in different 

types of data

Ethical
frameworks?

Research infrastructure
institutions or

associations who support 
data collection or sharing

"Borderless" internet, 
national legislation

Different entities that effect potential 
study design – and research ethics



No formal research field -
no standard methods
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Lack of standards for

• data collection

• methods for preprocessing and analysis

• documentation / data management

• research ethics / data protection

Development of best practices is impacted by the 
changing nature of social media platforms and users.



Researchers‘ Practices and Experiences

…in data sharing
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Preserve and publish results and data
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Plan and 
Design

Collect and 
Capture

Interpret 
and 

Analyse

Manage 
and 

Preserve

Release and 
Publish

Discover 
and Reuse

• Enhance overall research quality by 
supporting reproducibility and 
transparency. This includes potentially 
processed data, e.g. annotations, results 
from NLP processes. 

• Publishing datasets can reduce the need 
to collect the same kind of data for 
different research projects.

• Several practical challenges often 
prevent efficient data sharing. Ongoing 
challenges for research infrastructure 
institutions. 

• Extra need to care for data protection. 



social media researchers are often
willing to share data
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• Perceived ethical obligations towards the 
scientific community and towards social media 
users 

• “rich gets richer” phenomenon
• enable better peer review and quality standards
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“But you can’t make your data available 
for others to look at, which means both 

your study can’t really be replicated and it 
can’t be tested for review. But also it just 
means your data can’t be made available 
for other people to say: Ah you have done 
this with it, I’ll see what I can do with it”

“

Weller, Katrin, and Katharina E. Kinder-Kurlanda. 2015. "Uncovering the Challenges in Collection, Sharing and Documentation: The Hidden 
Data of Social Media Research?." In Standards and Practices in Large-Scale Social Media Research: Papers from the 2015 ICWSM 
Workshop. Proceedings Ninth International AAAI Conference on Web and Social Media Oxford University, May 26, 2015 – May 29, 2015, 
28-37. Ann Arbor, MI: AAAI Press.



… and not everyone is happy to reuse
existing datasets
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“I actually only use [other researchers’ datasets] where I’m 
very sure about where it comes from and how it was 

processed and analyzed. There is too much uncertainty in it.”“
Weller, Katrin, and Katharina E. Kinder-Kurlanda. 2015. "Uncovering the Challenges in Collection, Sharing and Documentation: The Hidden 
Data of Social Media Research?." In Standards and Practices in Large-Scale Social Media Research: Papers from the 2015 ICWSM 
Workshop. Proceedings Ninth International AAAI Conference on Web and Social Media Oxford University, May 26, 2015 – May 29, 2015, 
28-37. Ann Arbor, MI: AAAI Press.



Challenges
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sources for challenges
Legal and ethical challenges
▪ ethical challenges and users’ expectations
▪ the platforms’ Terms of Services
▪ proprietary data
▪ other legal aspects (e.g. copyright)
Archiving challenges
▪ lack of standard metadata and procedures 
▪ Setups for searching for existing datasets
▪ Long-term preservation
(Diversity of) social media platforms and their data
▪ variety of social media data
▪ ephemerality: the ever changing nature of social media 

platforms and their users
Social media research 
▪ (researchers motivations for sharing)
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Ephemerality? 
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1. PLATFORM

3. CONTENT

2. USERS

4. DATA/ACCESS



1. Platforms: interfaces, look and feel
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https://www.flickr.com/photos/jackdorsey/182613360

Challenge: Long term preservation 
of social media, i.e. archiving of 
data and as well as of social media 
platforms’ look and feel. 

Facebook on Dec. 25, 2005. Via Internet Archive‘s Wayback Machine

https://www.flickr.com/photos/jackdorsey/182613360


2. lost context: user demographics
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User statistics
- Per country
- Over time
- For different demographic groups (age, gender, etc.)



2. Changing user behaviour
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Users
- May adopt new ways of using a platform
- May move from one platform to another
- change user names / profiles



3. Content

▪ User-generated content: 

 Texts, images, videos, mixed formats

▪ Process-generated: 

 Connections (friends, followers, links)

 Actions (likes, favs, comments, downloads, edits, 
searches)

▪ Metadata + data enrichments: 

 Timestamps, geo-codes, user profiles

 Annotations

 External links, websites
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Lost context?

#jan25

29



4. Data Access / Platform Lockdowns?

30



31
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4. Platform governance changes

https://pga.hiig.de/

https://pga.hiig.de/


Where and how to share/archive social media
data?

Some solutions
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preserving social media data

34http://www.politico.com/story/2015/07/library-of-congress-twitter-archive-119698.html

http://www.politico.com/story/2015/07/library-of-congress-twitter-archive-119698.html


conferences + journals
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Example ICWSM

https://www.icwsm.org/2018/datasets/datasets/#obtaining

https://www.icwsm.org/2018/datasets/datasets/#obtaining


individual solutions and grey markets
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If people ask us for a data set because they are 
working on something similar by email, then we 

might share it, but we can never publicly do that.“

http://twitter.mpi-sws.org/

http://twitter.mpi-sws.org/


researchers
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▪ Individual researchers are sharing their datasets
e.g. on personal websites, github, figshare…

▪ Groups of researchers starting collections of 
datasets

https://crisislex.org/

https://crisislex.org/


researchers / institutes
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▪ Research institutes / research groups starting
(topical) data collections

https://www.hans-bredow-institut.de/de/projekte/social-media-observatory

https://www.hans-bredow-institut.de/de/projekte/social-media-observatory


archives
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Institutions with background
in archiving material

▪ ICPSR (SOMAR)

▪ UK National Archives

▪ GESIS

▪ Deutsche Nationalbibliothek

Hemphill, L., Leonard, S. H., & Hedstrom, M. (2018). Developing a Social Media Archive at 
ICPSR. In Proceedings of Web Archiving and Digital Libraries (WADL’18). doi:10.475/123_4

Kinder-Kurlanda, K., Weller, K., Zenk-Möltgen, W., Pfeffer, J., & Morstatter, F. (2017). Archiving
information from geotagged tweets to promote reproducibility and comparability in social 
media research. Big Data & Society, 4(2). 

https://doi.org/10.475/123_4


Examples from GESIS
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https://www.gesis.org/en/services/finding-and-accessing-
data/digital-behavioral-data-datasets

https://www.gesis.org/en/services/finding-and-accessing-data/digital-behavioral-data-datasets


Examples from GESIS
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Potential solutions
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Benchmark-
Datasets?



Potential solutions
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Total Error Sheets for 
Datasets (TES-D). 
Work in progress bei GESIS 
(preprint on arxiv to be
published next week)

Documentation?

Sen, I., Flöck, F., Weller, K., Weiß, B., & Wagner, C. (2021). A 
Total Error Framework for Digital Traces of Human Behavior
on  Online Platforms. Public Opinion Quarterly 85 (S1): 399–
422. doi: https://doi.org/10.1093/poq/nfab018. 



archives
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New Players

▪ Internet Archive

▪ Dataverse
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Approach Example Retrievability Documentation + 
standards

Long-term
perspective

„Grey market“ Data shared with 
colleagues (often 
upon request)

Low, via personal 
connections

Low, no standardized 
documentation or data 
format 

Low, no guaranteed
long term availability 

Researchers‘ 
personal/ 
professional
websites

Medium, URLs may be 
referenced

Low, no standardized 
documentation or data 
format 

Low, no guaranteed
long term availability 

Social media 
providers

e.g. Wikipedia 
dumps

High, if directly provided
from social media 
platform

Medium/high, 
depending on the 
producer

Medium/high, 
depending on the 
producer

Project-based or
thematic 
collections

e.g. KONECT, 
CrisisLex

Medium, URLs may be 
referenced

Medium, if same
principles are applied 
within entire collection

Low, no guaranteed
long term availability 

Conferences & 
journals

e.g. ICWSM 
datasets with 
conference papers

High, usually related to 
accepted publications

Medium/high, 
depending on the 
publisher

Medium/high, 
depending on the 
publisher

Professional 
archives

e.g. datasets at 
GESIS data archive

Medium/high, datasets 
may be referenceable 
with DOIs.

Medium/high, 
depending on the 
archive’s requirements

High, guaranteed 
availability for 
different time spans

• For additional examples see our paper: http://dx.doi.org/10.1145/2908131.2908172
• See also: Thomson, S.D. 2016. Preserving Social Media. DPC Technology Watch Report. Retrieved from 

http://dpconline.org/publications/technology-watch-reports

overview: examples of practices

http://dx.doi.org/10.1145/2908131.2908172
http://dpconline.org/publications/technology-watch-reports


New hope?
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https://ec.europa.eu/info/law/better-regulation/have-your-
say/initiatives/13817-Delegated-Regulation-on-data-access-provided-for-
in-the-Digital-Services-Act/feedback_en?p_id=32045757

https://ec.europa.eu/info/law/better-regulation/have-your-say/initiatives/13817-Delegated-Regulation-on-data-access-provided-for-in-the-Digital-Services-Act/feedback_en?p_id=32045757
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https://edmo.eu/2022/05/31/edmo-releases-
report-on-researcher-access-to-platform-data/

https://edmo.eu/2022/05/31/edmo-releases-report-on-researcher-access-to-platform-data/


Next Steps
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Conclusions and next steps

▪ Changing platform landscape and changing
legal situations require lots of ressources for 
adjusting to new circumstances.

▪ Critical reflections, ethical considerations and 
research data management need to be built into
the entire research process. 

▪ (More) joint efforts to enable data quality
standards. 

▪ Technical solutions for (remote) secure access, 
anonymization, aggregation are needed. 
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This can only be achieved together
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Networking?

• NFDI
• RatSWD
• DGPuK
• Web Archiving 

Community (z.B.
netpreserve)

• CESSDA
• Who else?



Thank you and virtual greetings from 
Düsseldorf/Cologne/Bochum
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Questions are welcome:

Dr. Katrin Weller

Team lead „Digital Society Observatory“
Computational Social Science
GESIS Leibniz Institute for the Social Sciences
katrin.weller@gesis.org

Co-Team lead „Research Data and Methods“
Center for Advanced Internet Studies (CAIS)
katrin.weller@cais-research.de

mailto:katrin.weller@gesis.org
mailto:katrin.weller@cais-research.de

