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Annamaria Carusi, Marina Jirotka &

Christopher Millard

INTRODUCTION

Law and Ethics in e-Social Science

‘e-Social Science’ refers to a new generation of digital and computational tools
and methods for conducting social science research. As a label, it will no
doubt become obsolete, the ‘e-’ will be dropped and these tools and methods
will be as little noticed as the everyday use of computers now is. While the
label is still with us, however, it helps to highlight issues that are arising with
the increasing use of these tools and methods, and make the most of a
window of time to attempt to tackle them, while they remain novel. The
most pressing issues relate to the legal and ethical aspects of data in digital
form and the computational processing of data. This is the focus of the
current special issue.

‘e-Science’ generally was associated with the establishment of grid comput-
ing as a resource for facilitating computationally expensive research in the natural
sciences, but since the late 1990s when the grid began to emerge as a new tech-
nology for science, here have been two important changes. First, cloud comput-
ing has emerged as a viable alternative to grid computing. Secondly, a panoply of
digital and computational methods has been developed in social and human
sciences. Qualitative methods in social research are now as digital as in any
other field, since data in text, audio and video form are now overwhelmingly
gathered and stored, using digital means. Increasingly, computational methods
are being used for the analysis and interpretation of qualitative and quantitative
data. Extensive data archives and repositories, accessed via the Internet, are facil-
itating data reuse to an extent that was unimaginable even a decade ago and enor-
mous volumes of new data are generated continuously in an environment of
ubiquitous and pervasive computing. In addition, social researchers are turning
their attention to the analysis of social behaviour which is mediated or made poss-
ible by the Internet, possibly the most ubiquitous presence of information tech-
nology in our daily lives. Social media such as Facebook and Twitter provide
fascinating new ways of accessing information about social behaviour. Finally,
all of these modes of obtaining data necessitate new modes of analysis and
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processing, such as data mining, network analysis, geospatial analysis and rep-
resentation, modelling, visualization, and many others.

However, the new possibilities for conducting social science research created
by the tools and technologies of e-social science bring with them a number of
ethical and legal challenges. In particular, gaps and indeterminacies are emerging
where it is not clear what ethical procedures or actions are appropriate. Defi-
nitions of key legal terms are vague or inconsistent, and it is often unclear to
researchers what constitutes compliance with the law. The appropriateness of
using social networking sites as environments for e-research purposes is particu-
larly uncertain and controversial. There are also often tensions and contradic-
tions between different legal and institutional requirements, standards and
conditions which researchers are expected to meet. In addition, the ethical
terrain is itself problematic in many of the Internet domains studied by
e-social science, with shifting boundaries between private and public spaces
and behaviours, and challenges to traditional ethical norms.

While there are many areas of overlap between law and ethical practices, and
ways in which research in each of these can inform the other, there are also areas
where they do not overlap and where ethical dilemmas that emerge cannot be
addressed readily by existing legal means. Some of the issues that emerge in
these new contexts of research seem to be in tension or contradiction with exist-
ing ethical frameworks. This may lead to calls for change, in particular when the
frameworks in question are institutionally enforced. In other cases, it is difficult
to understand how disciplinary codes of conduct, or prevailing ethical norms
are to be applied in specific research settings opened up by e-social science.
Moreover, the use of e-social science tools and technologies requires a broader
vigilance with respect to their broader socio-ethical impact.

In this special issue, we have sought to compile a set of papers each of which
addresses a key aspect of this broad terrain, and which together provide an over-
view of its main features.

The first three papers are devoted to three different typical e-social settings
and the reflections of researchers on the ethical and legal demands of specific
e-social science modalities of research. Bowes, Dawson and Bell discuss the Life-
style Monitoring Data which emerge from a new generation of ‘intelligent and
proactive’ telecare services installed in the homes of the frail and the elderly. The
authors point out that there is an imbalance between the extent to which the
potential benefits of these systems are described and the attention paid to
broader ethical concerns than, for example, safety, and describe some of these
concerns. Like others in this issue, Bowes, Dawson and Bell point to the need
to explore ways of integrating reflection on ethics early in the development
and implementation process.

The contribution by Beaulieu and Estalella concentrates on the practices and
conditions of qualitative research in e-social science settings, discussing the ethical
implications for researchers as well as for those they research. Drawing on their
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own experience, the authors point out the gap between central concepts of insti-
tutional ethics frameworks, and the way in which these are encountered and
broached in actual settings where ethnographic research is carried out.

That e-social science settings have implications for researchers, as well as for
those on whom research is carried out is also stressed by Neuhaus and Webmoor.
They turn to a detailed discussion of data mining and social media platforms,
such as Twitter. They propose ‘agile ethics’ as a collaborative mode of ethical
practice that is more responsive to the actual contexts of research than the appli-
cation of abstract principles.

Researchers availing themselves of e-social science methods and tools will
want to ensure that they do not infringe the law in the use they make of personal
data, and the understanding of the legal definition of personal data is absolutely
central to this. Yet, as Millard and Hon point out in the fourth paper, the concept
of personal data is poorly defined, and there is a pressing need for greater legal
clarity to underpin the development of good ethical practices in e-social science.

In the fifth paper, Andrew Charlesworth turns his attention to the practical,
and often pragmatic, relationship between data protection obligations and the
regulations adopted by institutional ethical review boards. Once again, funda-
mental uncertainties hamper the development and implementation of appropri-
ate and effective ethical practices.

As institutional regulation becomes an ever-more dominant feature of the
research landscape, David Erdos asks how it came to occupy this position and
what are the repercussions for the way in which the ethics of e-social science
are broached. His paper reports on a historical examination of the development
of legal measures for data protection and the ways in which this has resulted in
research institutions positioning themselves as controllers of research ethics,
shifting this responsibility away from researchers. Researchers are, therefore,
institutionally less empowered to take ownership of the ethics of their research.
This may account for the fact that so many discussions about the ethics of
research converge upon the regulation of research.

While it is extremely important to arrive at legal and ethical regulations that
are well-defined, implementable, and appropriate for e-social science, it is also
extremely important, as Carusi and De Grandis point out in the final paper,
that the ethical challenges facing e-social scientists should not be reduced to
legal or institutional regulation.
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