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Aggregate databases are not traditionally 
explored within social science research. 
While disciplines like medicine and 
genomics have long contended with the 
opportunities and issues associated with 
aggregate databases, the problem is 
relatively new to the social sciences.  



 
Social sciences disciplines engaged in 
human-subjects research (e.g. 
anthropology, psychology, communication) 
have established ethics guidelines ensuring 
that research on human subjects meets 
both legal and ethical issues safeguarding 
the welfare of research subjects. 



 
This is particularly important with new 
research exploring the boundaries of multi-
layered, multiplex social networks that can 
analytic and programmatically combine 
various networks that resulted from various 
individual behavior patterns. 



 
Social media users are increasingly sharing 
personal information across platforms with 
porous boundaries. The aggregation of 
social media data from different platforms 
has increased rapidly and entangles various, 
often inconsistent privacy policies and ToS.  



 Track highly-prolific activists 
(average 100K tweets per account; 
some more than 1M tweets) 
 

 Tweeting across geographically 
disparate protest hashtags  
 

 Continuous and concerted 
tweeting over 4 consecutive years 
 

 Aggregating data from ~200 
protest hashtags 





 
Cross-hashtag stratified sample 

1M unique cross-hashtag postees  

193 protest hashtags (Occupy, 
Indignados, Vinegar protests, etc.) 

17 geographical band areas 

200 most active users across multiple 
hashtags (191 after data cleaning) 



Self-reported locations (137): 
 

• USA (35)  

• Spain (32)  

• Germany (11)  

• United Kingdom (9) 

• Brazil (8)  

• Canada (6)  

• Belgium and Italy (4) 

Australia, Austria, China, 

France, Greece, Mexico, 

and Portugal (2) 

• Argentina, Cuba, Egypt, 

Ireland, The Netherlands, 

and New Zealand (1).  

Tweeted on a minimum of 43 

and a maximum of 101 

political hashtags Overlapping users across geographical locations  



 
Target population of S.A. 
 

A Twitter message was sent out to 191 
potential research participants via 
Twitter with a request for participation 
in a research interview and a hyperlink 
to the research website for further 
information on the aims of the research. 



 
Although data used in this study is public 
and was retrieved via Twitter Streaming API, 
the aggregate database is considerably 
different from the data made public by users 
because it reveals new, often unanticipated 
information. 



 
 First attempt to gain IRB approval was 

discouraged on the basis of data 
collection without consent. 
 

 The IRB request was later approved with 
stringent research consent forms. 



 
Interviewed population 
 

Exchanged messages with 37 potential 
participants, of which 21 agreed to be 
interviewed. An interview protocol was 
created with open-ended questions. 
Interviews run from 25 to 120 minutes and 
were held in English, Spanish, and 
Portuguese and subsequently translated to 
English (when necessary). 



Serial Activists’ Twitter Socialgraph 
 

600K nodes & 1.5 million edges 

 

Dark blue cluster (22%): Spanish  

 

Dark red clusters (11%): English  

 

Green clusters (20%): English 

 

Yellow cluster (7%):Arab 

 

Red cluster (4.6%): Italian & French 

 

Blue cluster (4.5%): Portuguese 

Average number of interconnections: x̄=14, x =8 



 
There is concern that institutional review 
boards (IRBs) will not approve of the 
formation of aggregated databases or will 
limit the types of studies that can be done 
with them, even if the studies are believed 
to be appropriate by others. 



 
Databases developed for different kinds of 
studies, with different methodologies and 
conventions for analyzing and reporting 
results, that are later aggregated, may not 
be interoperable and might lead to flawed 
analyses. 



 

1. Check if initial consent allows secondary research; 
2. Enforce data security to protect privacy interests; 
3. Informed consent should account for potential 

incorporation of data into aggregate databases; 
4. Address special challenges of using data obtained 

from existing databases; 
5. Put emphasis on standardization of data; 
6. Establish data sharing rules, including attribution 

of contributions; 
7. Adopt “best practices” to avoid data identifiability; 
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