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Abstract

This paper presents a case study of an ethical dilemma facing a market researcher assigned to use postings on Facebook for a business research project.
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Subjects: Ethics
Introduction

Although researchers have been discussing and debating the ethics of relying on Internet based subjects since the mid 1990s, as new media evolve into new forms, such as social networks like Facebook and Twitter, they present new questions and ethical challenges for those engaged in market research.
In this case study, which is fictional but representative of the kinds of ethical dilemmas researcher now face, a market researcher needs to determine the ethics of using public and quasi-public postings of members of the Facebook social network.

The study presented examines the case of a market researcher working for a newspaper publisher conducting research on the print and online reading habits of the public. The research is being done in support of the marketing team’s creation of a new multimedia platform to provide online, audio, video, networking news and information services, along with its traditional print product.

Though the marketing department is conducting traditional market research through polls, surveys and focus groups, its director wants to supplement that research with more anecdotal, grassroots, “authentic” and unprompted views from members of Internet based social networks.

Zachary, a 20-something market researcher for the newspaper has been given the assignment to “find out what people on Facebook” feel about the concept of paying for certain kinds of digital news products, how much they would pay, and under what circumstances would they pay for the information.

Zachary is skilled in the use of online technologies and is aware of the various tools and techniques for mining data, opinion, and views on Facebook. As a new member of a professional market research association, as well as the Society of Professional Journalists, he is also aware of the various codes of ethics that he and other members of his profession need to abide by.

As he begins to think out his strategy for discovering Facebook members’ views, he discovers that all of the following information gathering techniques are available on the site:

·  Accessing Facebook’s collection of aggregated words and phrases culled and graphed from public Facebook wall posts;
· Performing a keyword search on words posted by Facebook members to their wall, notes and other public Facebook spaces. Those members are not necessarily “friended” by Zachary and do not know him;
· Sending a personalized note out to all of his own friends and colleagues on Facebook, asking them directly for their opinions;
· Setting up a “Group” on Facebook on the general topic of “online news” in the hopes of attracting an audience who he can ask questions of, in order to get valuable data for his market research project

· Using a real-time location awareness service that connects to Facebook that can provide him with near real-time information on what certain people are doing, based on their physical location at the moment.

For each of these, and a few other strategies, Zachary must determine where his existing ethical codes can apply, as well as identify gaps where the codes do not specifically address, but where potential harm could be done to participants. In those cases, will try to apply the spirit and fundamental thinking and guiding principles behind the code towards these novel circumstances.
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