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Today

• The Facebook and OkCupid experiments 

• The Common Rule: regulated “research,” 
informed consent, and IRB oversight 

• Recommendations



The Facebook and 
OkCupid Experiments





Emotional contagion

• Positive and negative emotional valences in 
Facebook posts identified using LIWC system 

• 10-90% reduction in [positive/negative] posts 
shown to users in experimental groups 

• Users’ own posts then analyzed for emotional 
valence using same classification 

• Small but statistically significant (N=689,003) 
emotional contagion effects





Mismatching

OkCupid “took pairs of bad matches (actual 30% 
match) and told them they were exceptionally good for 
each other (displaying a 90% match)” and vice versa



Consent and oversight 

• Neither Facebook nor OkCupid obtained  
specific consent for the experiments 

• The Facebook study was presented to the 
Cornell IRB, which held that the Cornell co-
authors were not engaged in research 

• No IRB reviewed the OkCupid study



The Common Rule



Three questions

• When do social media experiments constitute 
human subjects research? 

• What does it take to obtain the informed 
consent of users?  

• What institutions are responsible for 
reviewing such experiments? 



1. Research



“research …” 

Facebook: “We appreciate your interest in Facebook’s 
internal product development research … . The PNAS 
study is an example of such research. … We believed it 
was important to research this claim, and we elected to 
share the findings with the academic community. …” 

OkCupid: “But guess what, everybody: if you use 
the Internet, you’re the subject of hundreds of 
experiments at any given time, on every site. That’s 
how websites work.”





“ … involving human subjects”

• Facebook and OkCupid users are “living 
individual[s]” 

• Their posts and conversations are “data” 
“about” them obtained through 
“intervention” – i.e., “manipulations of … 
the subject’s environment” 

• These manipulations were “performed for 
research purposes”



Applicable law

• The Common Rule does not apply of its own 
force: Facebook and OkCupid are private, and 
Cornell has unchecked the box 

• But Maryland House Bill 917, which applies 
the Common Rule to all research in 
Maryland, contains no funding nexus 

• Statistically, it is overwhelmingly likely that 
both experiments included Maryland residents



Engagement

• Cornell’s IRB disclaimed jurisdiction because 
Cornell affiliates “did not participate in data 
collection and did not have access to user data” 

• But the emotional contagion dataset was not 
“existing data,” even under OHRP’s loose 
interpretation for ongoing experiments 

• The dataset did not exist independently of the 
Cornell affiliates; they caused it to exist



2. Informed Consent



Missing elements

• No description of research 

• No disclosure of foreseeable risks or 
discomforts 

• No point of contact 

• No opportunity to opt out 

• No signed consent forms 

• No consent from minors’ guardians (Facebook)





Terms of service

• Terms of service are binding, but not because 
the law thinks people actually read them 

• This “charade of consent” is a fiction based on 
notice, an opportunity to review, and the 
opportunity to say no 

• This falls far short of the Common Rule 
standard of informed consent



Waiver or alteration

• These studies are probably minimal-risk 

• Full consent might be impracticable, but 
modified consent would not: e.g., disclosure 
on signup at a higher level of generality 

• There are no good arguments against 
debriefing affected users



3. IRB Review





Double-checking

• MD House Bill 917 requires IRBs to make their 
minutes available for public inspection 

• Leslie Meltzer Henry and I sent certified letters 
to Facebook and OkCupid making formal 
demands to see their IRB minutes 

• Facebook refused and OkCupid never replied 

• Both had informal internal review; Facebook has 
since adopted an “enhanced review process”



Cornell and PNAS

• PNAS requires that all human subjects 
research be “approved by the author’s [IRB]” 

• The Cornell IRB did not “approve” the 
Facebook study, nor did it conclude that the 
study was not human subjects research 

• This was not the type of IRB approval 
contemplated by the PNAS policies



Moving Forward



IRB laundering

• Stonewall University researchers design a study to 
hit people with bricks. A colleague at Brickbook 
throws the bricks. They jointly author a paper. 

• The Cornell IRB would have concluded its 
affiliates were not “engaged” in this research. 

• PNAS would have published the paper. 

• Any rule for social media experiments needs a 
limiting principle to prevent such IRB laundering.



Toward a framework for 
social media experiments
• There are fine lines between academic and 

corporate research, and between 
experimentation and manipulation 

• Informed consent ought to be easier online; at 
the very least, debriefing should be routine 

• If you do research, you need some kind of 
research oversight (not necessarily an IRB)



Closing thoughts

• The Facebook and OkCupid experiments 
illustrate the cultural disconnect between 
academic science and Internet business 

• Terms of service provide thin and formalistic 
“consent”; research ethics strives – at least in 
theory – for something more meaningful



Discussion


