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Abstract

[Purpose/Significance] This study investigates social media users’ acceptance
intention regarding the collection of their data for research purposes, explores
the effects of familiarity, trust, and altruism on acceptance intention, and ex-
amines the necessity of informed consent procedures. It also calls for scholarly
ethical reflection to provide references for establishing ethical norms in social
media data research and for conducting ethical risk communication with users.
[Method/Process] A psychological mechanism model of users’ informed consent
process was developed. Data were collected from Sina Weibo users through a
questionnaire survey, yielding 320 valid responses for model validation. [Re-
sults/Conclusion] Two valid psychological pathways were identified: familiarity
— altruism — acceptance intention, and familiarity — trust — altruism —
acceptance intention. Familiarity and altruism are critical factors influencing
users’ acceptance intention. Users exhibit strong ethical needs in social media
data research, underscoring the necessity of informed consent procedures. Re-
searchers can proactively demonstrate respect and recognition to enhance users’
altruism, increase their acceptance intention, and mitigate ethical controversies
in the research process.

Full Text
Do Social Media Users Consent to Their Data Being Used
for Research?

An Ethical Reflection Based on User Acceptance Intention

Chen Yi!, Li Si?
1School of Information Management, Wuhan University, Wuhan 430072
2Department of Information Management, Peking University, Beijing 100871

chinarxiv.org/items/chinaxiv-202304.00530 Machine Translation


https://chinarxiv.org/items/chinaxiv-202304.00530
https://chinarxiv.org/items/chinaxiv-202304.00530

ChinaRxiv [$X]

Abstract:

[Purpose/Significance] This study investigates social media users’ acceptance
intention regarding the collection and use of their social media data for research
purposes. It explores how familiarity, trust, and altruism influence acceptance
intention, analyzes the necessity of informed consent procedures, and calls for
ethical reflection among scholars. The findings provide a reference for establish-
ing ethical norms for social media data research and for conducting ethical risk
communication with users. [Method/Process] A psychological mechanism
model was developed to track users’ journey from being informed to giving con-
sent. Data were collected from Sina Weibo users through a questionnaire survey,
yielding 320 valid responses for model validation. [Result/Conclusion] The
study verifies two effective psychological paths: familiarity — altruism — ac-
ceptance intention, and familiarity — trust — altruism — acceptance intention.
Familiarity and altruism emerge as important factors affecting user acceptance
intention. Users demonstrate strong ethical needs regarding social media data
research, making informed consent procedures necessary. Researchers can also
actively express respect and recognition to enhance users’ altruism, increase
acceptance intention, and avoid ethical controversies in the research process.

Keywords: ethics; social media data; informed consent; familiarity; altruism;
trust

1. Introduction

Social media platforms contain massive amounts of user behavioral data, which
researchers increasingly collect and utilize to explore user behavior in virtual
worlds [1]. The New York Times has reported that scholars are excited about
the prospects of using the vast personal data collected by Facebook, Google,
and other companies, believing it could transform social science research [2].
Currently, online data research, including social media data, has become an
important data source, with this new form of quantitative and statistical analysis
becoming one of the most common approaches in social science research [3].

Users’ social media accounts contain substantial personal information. On Twit-
ter, 40-50% of tweets include information about the author [4], potentially in-
cluding data about their contacts such as personal identity information, location
data, health information, and images. Research shows that the authenticity of
basic registration information for Sina Weibo users in China ranges from 17.3%
to 100% [5]. Even when collected data does not include personal identity infor-
mation, comprehensive personal and even private information about a user can
be obtained through correlation analysis without much difficulty [6-7].

Traditional human subjects research requires procedures including informed con-
sent to ensure that “participants understand what they are doing, what limita-
tions exist, and what risks may arise” [8], representing a critical component of
scientific research. However, the development of the internet has introduced a
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series of additional complexities for scientific research, such as informed consent
[9], terms of service [10-11], relationships with participants [12], and the defini-
tion of public versus private spaces [13]. In research using social media data,
whether informed consent procedures are necessary remains controversial. The
ambiguity of data attributes and the ease of data access often lead researchers
to overlook informed consent procedures, and they may not consider potential
privacy violations or ethical issues [14-15]. Consequently, many users passively
participate in research without their knowledge. In practice, some studies have
faced protests from social media users who believe such research is unethical
and violates personal privacy [16-17].

Although new research methods and data collection approaches continue to
develop, ethical guidelines and policy formulation for online research remain
in their infancy [18]. While some international organizations have provided
relevant guidelines for researchers [19], these guidelines rarely reference users’
perspectives [20] and lack standardized informed consent procedures to provide
ethical guidance for research. Some scholars note that research based on so-
cial media data is growing continuously, urgently requiring increased researcher
awareness of its ethical challenges [21]. B. Brown and colleagues argue that re-
search ethics should be built on “participant sensitivity” and “everyday practice”
rather than merely legal issues [22]. Therefore, investigating social media users’
acceptance intention for such research and exploring influencing factors should
form the foundation for establishing ethical norms and regulating such research.

Sina Weibo is the world’ s most influential Chinese-language social media plat-
form, with 523 million monthly active users and 229 million daily active users as
of November 2020. This study uses Sina Weibo users as subjects to investigate
their actual views on the collection and application of their social media data
for research, exploring the factors that influence user acceptance intention. The
goal is to remind scholars to engage in ethical reflection when conducting simi-
lar research and to provide a reference for establishing ethical norms for social
media data research and for conducting ethical risk communication with users.

2. Literature Review

Whether “social media data research” without user consent is ethical has sparked
ongoing debate [23]. Some scholars argue that informed consent is unnecessary
because social media data is public—users consciously choose to make their ac-
tivities visible to the world, and unrestricted access to an account implies no
privacy expectation [24]. However, research shows that users are not as lacking
in ethical expectations as researchers assume. A scholar’ s “emotional conta-
gion” experiment using Facebook user data without permission, though involv-
ing direct experimentation rather than collecting existing data, triggered strong
public protests [8,25]. C. Fiesler and N. Proferes’ survey found that over half of
respondents did not accept their social media data being collected for research

chinarxiv.org/items/chinaxiv-202304.00530 Machine Translation


https://chinarxiv.org/items/chinaxiv-202304.00530

ChinaRxiv [$X]

or indicated it would depend on circumstances [20]. M. Zimmer discovered that
although researchers consider Twitter public, users agreeing to public viewing
of tweets does not imply consent to collection and analysis [25]. D. Nunan and
B. Yeniciglu argue that most current social media data research involves “un-
informed consent,” creating ethical ambiguity. They view “informed consent”
not as a restriction but as enabling participants to fully engage in the research
process and be protected from potential harm [26].

In practice, mature informed consent procedures have not yet been developed. B.
Custers et al. note that while many current regulations address various aspects
of consent, most only specify very general consent scopes without focusing on
procedural details. In some cases, there is a disconnect between abstract legal
regulations and the concrete implementation of social media frameworks and
privacy statements [27].

Some studies have explored factors influencing user acceptance of such research,
including demographic factors and user cognitive factors. M. L. Williams et
al. studied the relationship between participants’ demographic characteristics
and their acceptance of data use for scientific research, including gender, age,
race, income, and sexual orientation [28]. Research on cognitive factors primar-
ily examines participants’ understanding of social media data use for scientific
research, with most studies concluding that social media users are not familiar
with social media platforms and are unaware that their data may be used for
research, making them feel strongly opposed when they discover their data has
been collected and used. N. Proferes’ research shows that users are generally
unaware of APIs’ existence, and some may not even realize their tweets are com-
pletely publicly visible [29]. Twitter users often have “followers” they cannot
imagine, and these unexpected followers may pose certain risks when users post
personal messages [30]. Additionally, S. S. J. Lee believes that addressing ethi-
cal issues in social media data research is related to trust, arguing that research
is relationship-based and that a core challenge in maintaining relationships is
resolving trust issues [31]. Other studies have analyzed factors influencing users’
willingness to actively share information, such as increased familiarity raising
willingness to participate in projects [32-33], and altruistic values increasing
knowledge-sharing willingness in online communities [34-35].

In summary, while many studies have discussed ethical issues in social media
data research, users—the most direct stakeholders—are mostly unaware that their
data is being collected and used, and they oppose unauthorized data collection.
Current explorations of users’ acceptance intention and influencing factors re-
main insufficient. In studies of cognitive factors affecting social media users,
although researchers have proposed based on experience or descriptive statistics
that participants’ familiarity with social media data research is an important
factor, and trust has been mentioned, these have not been tested with empirical
data. Therefore, this study investigates whether users accept their social media
data being used for research and explores what factors influence users’ consent
process, hoping to provide a reference for establishing scientific data use norms
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and ethical guidelines while reminding researchers to engage in ethical reflection
in the new data research environment.

3. Research Process
3.1 Theoretical Background

M. Fishbein and I. Ajzen define behavioral intention as an individual’ s action
tendency to engage in a specific behavior [36]. It is a cognitive activity reflecting
a person’ s willingness and conscious plan to undertake a behavior [37]. Their
Theory of Reasoned Action and Theory of Planned Behavior emphasize the im-
portance of cognitive factors in determining behavioral intention, assuming that
people are rational and form behavioral beliefs based on available information
and information processing, thereby influencing behavioral intention formation
[37-38]. From these theoretical perspectives, users consenting to their data be-
ing used for scientific research can be considered their acceptance intention for
such research. Therefore, this study assumes participants are rational actors,
exploring how information factors and belief factors influence their intention to
accept data use for scientific research.

Based on this, the study establishes a model of factors influencing users’intention
to accept data use for scientific research, using users’familiarity with social media
data as an information factor and their acceptance intention for social media
data research as a measure of consent level. For belief factors, existing research
has demonstrated that altruistic values influence people’ s willingness to share
knowledge [39], and users accepting data use for scientific research can also be
viewed as an information-sharing willingness. Therefore, this study hypothesizes
that altruism also influences acceptance intention. Meanwhile, trust has been
proven to be a precursor factor influencing behavioral intention [40]. Thus, trust
and altruism are set as belief factors influencing acceptance intention. The
final model is shown in Figure 1 [Figure 1: see original paper], with specific
relationships between variables elaborated in Section 3.2.

3.2 Research Hypotheses

(1) Altruism influences acceptance intention. Altruism may be a direct
factor influencing users’ acceptance of social media data for scientific research.
In studies on volunteers’ intention to participate in scientific research, altruism
has been proven to be one of the influencing factors [33,41]. Existing research
shows that altruistic personality traits are a motivation for social media users to
share knowledge on social media platforms [39]. In the context of social media
data for scientific research, participants receive almost no direct return. They
may be more likely to accept their data being used for scientific research out of
a motivation to help others.

Therefore, Hypothesis 1 is proposed: Users’ altruism positively influences their
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acceptance intention for social media data research.

(2) Trust in researchers influences acceptance intention. Trust refers
to openness toward people based on good knowledge of their action outcomes
[42-43] and is one of the effective ways to reduce complexity [44]. With trust,
people tend to take risks. T. Thornton [45] points out that in citizen science
projects, trust is a prerequisite for effective cooperation between both parties. In
social media data research, compared with traditional human subjects research,
social media users and researchers are in weak relationships. Trust depends on
users’ judgment of researchers’ motives and professionalism. If users believe
researchers will not use social media data inappropriately in the future—that
is, if they have a high level of trust in researchers—then they may accept social
media data research.

Therefore, Hypothesis 2 is proposed: Users’ trust in researchers positively and
significantly influences acceptance intention for social media data research.

(3) Relationships among familiarity, trust, altruism, and acceptance
intention. Familiarity is an understanding typically based on prior interactions
and experience, as well as knowledge of what others do, why they do it, and
when [44], which can reduce uncertainty [46]. Familiarity is a prerequisite for
trust [44] because familiarity can increase trust in others or objects by reducing
uncertainty [47]. Familiarity creates trust when experiences are favorable or
destroys trust when there is distrust [46]. When people participate in clinical
research, relative familiarity with the research process leads to higher trust in
researchers [47]. Users’ familiarity with social media platforms and social media
data research is generated based on prior experience. If users understand the
various functions of social media platforms, know their terms of service, and
are familiar with how researchers collect and use social media data, and these
experiences are favorable, they can reduce their doubts about their data being
collected and used. Based on prior experience, users may trust researchers more.

Therefore, Hypothesis 3 is proposed: Familiarity positively and significantly
influences trust in researchers.

Based on the above elaboration of the relationships between familiarity and
trust, and trust and behavioral intention, it can be argued that familiarity may
influence acceptance intention through the mediating effect of trust. Familiar-
ity involves understanding others’ current behavior, while trust involves beliefs
about others’ future behavior [44]. If users are familiar with how researchers
collect and use social media data and understand their purposes, they can re-
duce their doubts about their data being collected and used, thus potentially
trusting researchers more and enhancing their acceptance intention for social
media data research.

Hypothesis 4 is proposed: Familiarity positively and significantly influences
users’ acceptance intention for social media data research through the mediating
effect of trust.
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Familiarity also influences users’ altruistic values. Some scholars point out that
familiarity is a key influencing factor of altruism [48-49], and a sense of famil-
iarity can increase people’ s altruism [50]. In this research context, the higher
users’ familiarity with social media data research, the more they understand the
significance of this behavior for others and society. This cognition of the positive
consequences of social media data research aligns with users’ altruistic values,
further strengthening their altruistic values and making them more accepting
of ethical issues arising in research.

Therefore, this study proposes Hypothesis 5: Familiarity positively and signifi-
cantly influences users’ altruism.

Hypothesis 6: Familiarity positively and significantly influences users’acceptance
intention for social media data research through the mediating effect of altruism.

The influence of familiarity on acceptance intention may also be mediated by
both trust and altruism. First, Hypothesis 3 demonstrates that familiarity has
a positive effect on trust. Additionally, research has found that people’ s trust
levels positively and significantly influence altruism [51]. Community trust in-
fluences knowledge-sharing willingness on social media through the mediating
effect of altruism. When individuals sense a trusting atmosphere in a virtual
community, those with high altruism are more likely to freely share information
or discuss personal experiences in the community than those with low altruism
[52].

In this research context, if users are more familiar with social media platforms
and social media data research, positive experiences can enhance their trust
in researchers, which in turn enhances their altruism. The motivation to help
scientific research is strengthened, leading to higher acceptance intention for
social media data research. Therefore, the path from familiarity to acceptance
intention is reasonable.

Thus, Hypothesis 7 is proposed: Trust in researchers positively and significantly
influences altruism.

Hypothesis 8: The positive influence of familiarity on acceptance intention is
mediated by trust and altruism.

3.3 Questionnaire Design

To ensure measurement validity, all scales in this study were derived from exist-
ing mature scales or research findings and adapted appropriately to this research
context. Table 1 presents the measurement items and sources for each variable.
The questionnaire used a 5-point Likert scale. Acceptance intention strength
measured users’ acceptance or opposition to social media data research, with 5
indicating “very accepting,” 4 “accepting,” ---and 1 “very opposing.” Trust and
altruism variables asked respondents to indicate their degree of agreement with
statements, with 5 indicating “very consistent,” 4 “consistent,” --and 1 “very
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inconsistent.” The familiarity variable examined users’ familiarity level, with 5
indicating “very familiar,” 4 “familiar,” ---and 1 “very unfamiliar.”

3.4 Data Collection

On August 13, 2019, the research team used the “Wenjuanxing” platform to
distribute a pilot survey. Based on respondent feedback, some items and am-
biguous concepts in the questionnaire were revised to ensure that survey objects
could well understand the questionnaire items in the formal survey. A large-scale
formal survey was then conducted. To ensure sample representativeness, Weibo
users of different ages, genders, education levels, and occupational backgrounds
were invited to complete the questionnaire, covering survey objects as broadly
as possible. The survey lasted six weeks, ultimately recovering 385 question-
naires, including 320 valid questionnaires (see sample details in Table 2 ). The
sample was distributed across 21 provinces (autonomous regions, municipalities,
and special administrative regions) and 47 cities. Among respondents, 59.4%
were female and 40.6% were male. Age ranged from 15 to 60, with the 21-30
age group accounting for the largest proportion at 60.3%. Nearly 60% of respon-
dents had posted on Weibo within one month before the survey. Over 75% of
respondents had registered for Weibo for four years or more. The vast majority
of respondents (76%) had only one Weibo account. Weibo provides users with
different privacy setting options, such as limiting “who can @ me,” “who can
comment,” and “visible time range of posts.” Among these, 85 respondents lim-
ited the “visible time range of posts,” representing the largest proportion, while
207 respondents had no privacy settings on their accounts.

3.5 Reliability and Validity Tests

Table 3 shows the reliability and convergent validity test results for the scales.
The Cronbach’ s Alpha coefficients for all dimensions were greater than 0.7,
indicating good scale reliability.

Validity includes content validity and structural validity. The measurement
items for variables in this study mainly came from existing scales or literature,
underwent rigorous translation and pilot testing, and were revised by experts,
thus having good content validity. Structural validity includes convergent valid-
ity and discriminant validity. This study used confirmatory factor analysis to
obtain indicators for testing both types of validity. During confirmatory factor
analysis to obtain validity indicators, the measurement model was modified [54].
According to modification guidance, item T1 in trust and item F4 in familiarity
had relatively large correlations with other items, so they were deleted before
conducting confirmatory factor analysis again. After deletion, various indicators
improved and approached or exceeded recommended values.

Convergent validity refers to the degree of correlation among measurement indi-
cators of the same latent variable. Test indicators include factor loading, average
variance extracted (AVE), and composite reliability (CR). Table 3 shows the val-
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ues for each indicator. The composite reliability (CR) for each dimension was
greater than 0.7, indicating that items in each dimension consistently explained
the latent variable. Moreover, the AVE for each dimension was greater than 0.5,
indicating good convergent validity for each dimension.

Discriminant validity was assessed by comparing the square root of AVE for
a latent variable with correlation coefficients between that latent variable and
other latent variables. In Table 4 , the square root of AVE was greater than
the correlation coeflicients between latent variables, indicating that the scale
constructed in this study has good discriminant validity.

After reliability and validity analysis, the measurement model and sample data
were considered to have good reliability and validity, providing a solid foundation
for subsequent hypothesis testing.

4. Research Results
4.1 Users’ Acceptance Intention for Social Media Data Research

Among the 320 respondents, the vast majority did not express clear opposition
to “Weibo data being used for scientific research,”with only about 10% expressing
opposition. However, attitudes changed significantly when asked about “if all
your Weibo posting history were collected for research,” with 40% of users clearly
expressing opposition or protest, and 27.5% holding a neutral or ambiguous
attitude.

Acceptance levels for such research also varied across different scenarios. The
proportion of respondents who “strongly opposed” “your Weibo being collected
and used without notification” reached 42.8%, while this proportion dropped
to 15.3% if “notification after collection and use.” Compared with “computer
analysis,” “human reading” of collected data faced greater rejection, with the
proportion choosing “strongly oppose” and “oppose” both being about three
times higher. Regarding “indicating data source” and “anonymous processing,”
respondents clearly preferred “anonymous processing” and did not want their
real identity identified. Some respondents stated: “If I agree, it’s okay; collecting
without permission is offensive” and “I don’ t like using people’ s Weibo data
without informing them.”

4.2 Factors Influencing Users’ Acceptance Intention for Social Media
Data Research

4.2.1 Correlations Among Variables Table 5 shows the correlation coeffi-
cients among measurement variables. Correlation analysis results indicate that
all relationships between variables are significant, with trust, altruism, and fa-
miliarity all positively correlated with acceptance intention.
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4.2.2 Direct Effects Test After testing with AMOS software, all parame-
ters approached or exceeded recommended values ( 2/df = 2.205; GFI = 0.949;
AGFI = 0.919; NFI = 0.962; TLI = 0.979; FMIN = 0.339; RMSEA = 0.061),
indicating good model fit. Table 6 and Figure 2 [Figure 2: see original paper]
show hypothesis test results. Except for the non-significant effect of trust on
acceptance intention, all other hypotheses were supported.

4.2.3 Mediation Effects Test Since the direct effect test showed that trust’
s direct influence on acceptance intention was not significant, Hypothesis 4 (fa-
miliarity influencing acceptance intention through trust) was not supported and
was not tested in the mediation analysis.

This study used the Bootstrap procedure to test mediation effects. Using re-
peated random sampling, 5,000 bootstraps were drawn from the original data
(N = 320). In Table 7, the upper and lower limits of the 95% confidence interval
for each path did not contain 0, indicating that all measured mediation effects
were significant.

Familiarity influenced acceptance intention through the mediating effect of al-
truism (b = 0.121, BootSE = 0.043, Bias-corrected 95% CI = [0.047, 0.214],
Percentile 95% CI = [0.044, 0.209]), with a positive indirect effect, supporting
Hypothesis 6. Familiarity also influenced acceptance intention through the me-
diating effects of trust and altruism (b = 0.102, BootSE = 0.029, Bias-corrected
95% CI = [0.058, 0.179], Percentile 95% CI = [0.048, 0.163]), with a positive
indirect effect, supporting Hypothesis 8.

5. Discussion and Implications

The vast amount of user behavioral data provides researchers with rich resources,
but most of the time users participate in research without their knowledge. This
study explores users’ acceptance intention for social media data research and
its influencing factors. The survey found that not all social media users agree
with and accept this type of research behavior. Researchers need to consider
public needs more and seek balance between technological innovation and ethical
norms.

5.1 Theoretical Contributions

The survey results show that the vast majority of respondents oppose or strongly
oppose researchers collecting social media data without notification. Users’ clear
opposition also demonstrates strong ethical needs. Researchers cannot naturally
assume that social media data belongs to public space and “presume user con-
sent.” In the big data environment, traditional social, academic organizations,
and regulatory agencies’ distinctions between public and private may no longer
be applicable to the current online environment. In fact, whether social media
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data is public or private depends to some extent on the online settings them-
selves and whether social media users have reasonable privacy expectations [26].
This study finds that altruism is the main factor influencing user acceptance
intention, and users with strong altruism show high acceptance of social media
data research.

This study explores the factors influencing user acceptance of social media data
research, finding that familiarity has a positive and significant impact on both
trust and altruism. This again verifies that familiarity is a prerequisite for trust
[62-53] and that familiarity provides support for altruism [54]. When users are
familiar with various platform functions and restrictions and understand the
processes and purposes of such research, they will enhance their altruistic values
out of recognition of the significance of scientific research, making them more
willing to accept data use for scientific research. In another path, the trust
variable is required—when users’ familiarity is higher, they trust researchers
more, believing they will properly use and safeguard data, which enhances their
motivation to help scientific research and makes them more accepting of their
social media data being used for scientific research.

In the two verified paths, altruism is the influencing factor for users agreeing to
social media data use for scientific research. In existing research on prosocial
behaviors such as environmental protection, green product purchasing, organ
donation, participation in medical research, sharing medical data, and knowl-
edge sharing, altruism is an important variable. For example, altruism positively
influences environmental protection attitudes and organ donation attitudes [55],
and positively influences attitudes and willingness to share knowledge on social
media [39]. However, literature on social media data for scientific research has
not explored altruism’ s influence on user acceptance intention. This study re-
veals the mechanism between altruism and user acceptance intention, confirming
that altruism significantly and positively influences users’ acceptance intention
for social media data research. Users’ recognition of the value of social media
data research can reduce their resistance to it, and they are more likely to make
choices beneficial to others out of a desire to express social responsibility and
obtain internal satisfaction. Trust does not directly influence user acceptance
intention but still influences acceptance intention through altruism, indicating
that trust remains an important factor in weak-relationship research contexts.

5.2 Practical Implications

This study surveyed user acceptance intention and found that informed consent
is necessary; users posting data on Weibo does not equal “consenting” to its
collection and use; and familiarity and altruism are key factors influencing user
acceptance intention. In practice, researchers and relevant organizations should
actively take measures to avoid ethical controversies in the research process.

Implement informed consent procedures to increase user acceptance
intention. The study found that familiarity influences user acceptance inten-
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tion through the mediating effects of trust and altruism. “Informed consent”
involves providing potential participants with clear explanations about all as-
pects of the research, enabling them to fully understand their role and trust
researchers [56]. Making users “informed” makes their concerns about data
collection and use predictable, which is a process of increasing familiarity. The
informed consent procedure is also a process of building trust [57]. As previously
noted, users agreeing to public viewing of tweets does not mean agreeing to col-
lection and analysis [20]. Researchers can convey information to potential par-
ticipants through this procedure to establish trust relationships, enhance trust
in researchers, and increase acceptance intention. Some respondents stated:
“As long as I’ m informed, I’ m happy to join academic research.” Increasing
familiarity is an effective way to enhance user trust and altruism. Therefore,
through informed consent procedures that familiarize users with the research
process, potential uncertainties, and relevant rights, trust can be built and al-
truism enhanced, creating a benign and normative research environment.

Social media platforms should also play an active role in informed
consent procedures. Currently, relevant terms issued by social media plat-
forms, such as “Personal Information Protection Policy” and “Developer Agree-
ment,” do not have clear specifications for academic research data collection,
leaving considerable uncertainty in actual operations. However, foreign social
media platforms have explicit provisions for such usage purposes. For example,
Twitter’ s privacy policy clearly informs users that researchers can use their
public data to analyze trends or user insights, advising users to think carefully
when posting public information [58]. Social media should become a useful in-
formation platform between researchers and users, providing positive guidance
to both parties, formulating data collection and use terms for research purposes,
and actively pushing them to users. This can regulate researchers’ data use be-
havior, reduce ethical risks involved in the research process and post-hoc ethical
controversies, and also reduce user concerns, enhance user trust and familiarity
with social media platforms and social media data research, and guide users
toward positive attitudes toward scientific research.

Actively expressing respect and recognition can enhance users’ al-
truism. Some respondents explicitly stated: “If it helps academic research,
providing Weibo data is feasible.” Researchers can prevent ethical controversies
in the research process by enhancing users’ altruistic values. R. R. Cottone and
R. E. Claus [59] point out that people’ s ethical attitudes are influenced not only
by personal moral principles but also by “external factors” —their interactions
with society, such as stakeholder requirements, national laws, social expecta-
tions and consensus, and personal or group gains and losses. Researchers can
adjust these “external factors” to meet users’ ethical expectations. During data
collection, researchers should clearly express respect for users, affirm their ded-
ication, enhance users’ altruistic values, and thereby increase their acceptance
intention for social media data research.

Informed consent means that personal data should be collected, processed, used,
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and transmitted only after fully informing data subjects and obtaining their con-
sent. In the big data environment, the huge data volume and ambiguous data
attributes raise questions about the validity, necessity, authenticity, and econ-
omy of informed consent, but this does not mean researchers can ignore research
ethics and arbitrarily collect and use users’ online data. This study does not rec-
ommend solving this dilemma by prohibiting this research method—completely
disallowing the use of online platform data in research may be as problematic
as using online platform data without any ethical consideration [20]. Ethical
decision-making is a deliberative process in which researchers should consider
as many participants and resources as possible, including research collaborators,
participants, research review committees, ethical guidelines, and applicable le-
gal precedents [19]. As an exploratory study, this research mainly explores
cognitive factors influencing user acceptance intention for social media data re-
search from the user perspective. To improve the theory, future research will
introduce more cognitive factors and further consider the influence of external
environmental factors, providing a reference for exploring scientific informed
consent procedures and formulating relevant ethical norms.
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