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ABSTRACT
In this paper we explore methodological considerations for recruiting 
stigmatised populations online. Advertising for research participants via 
social networking sites (SNS) has increasingly become a tool of choice for 
both quantitative and qualitative researchers. However, such recruitment 
practices pose a range of challenges for researchers, especially in handling 
negative commentary such as trolling and its potential negative impact 
on prospective research participants. Using a case study involving 
a project on the health and well-being of older lesbian, gay, bisexual, 
transgender and intersex (LGBTI) people in Australia, we outline the types 
of commentary we received on our advertising campaign, as well as our 
strategies for managing such commentary. We seek to offer ways in which 
researchers working with stigmatised populations, as well as controversial 
issues that may attract hostile attention, can effectively manage partici-
pant recruitment as researchers increasingly utilise online technologies for 
recruitment advertising.
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Introduction

In an era of social media, researchers are increasingly drawn to advertising and promoting their 
research online via the use of a social networking site (SNS). SNS advertising has become preferred 
by many researchers because of its affordability, global reach, and ability to engage real time with 
potential participants (Chu & Snider, 2013; Kapp et al., 2013; Kosinski et al., 2015; Ramo & 
Prochaska, 2012; Rife et al., 2016; Roberts et al., 2013). Researchers can create websites as landing 
pages for their study to be shared across multiple SNSs, and SNSs have been consistently proven to 
be highly successful in attracting large numbers of research participants for quantitative and 
qualitative studies (Amon et al., 2014; Fenner et al., 2012; Fisher et al., 2019; Graham et al., 2008; 
Harris et al., 2015a; Lohse, 2013; Lyons et al., 2017).

However, such recruitment practices are not without their issues, and guidelines on how to 
approach recruitment via the use of SNSs are either vague or non-existent (Crawford et al., 2019; 
Gelinas et al., 2017; Hokke et al., 2020). The public accessibility of online recruitment tools, such as 
that used on SNSs, means that researchers and potential participants are able to engage in real-time 
with each other. While Roberts et al. (2013) view this favourably, there are emerging concerns when 
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such interactions are hostile (Vera-Gray, 2017), or may expose a potential participant as having 
participated in the project (Fileborn, 2016). Such concerns, however, are rarely addressed within 
Institutional Review Board (IRBs) and Human Research Ethics Committee (HREC) ethical guide-
lines for recruitment (Adair, 2015; Andrews, 2012; Gelinas et al., 2017; Hokke et al., 2020; Kosinski 
et al., 2015), and have, up until the last few years, not been readily addressed in papers exploring 
methodological and ethical issues surrounding the research study. This is especially important 
when many studies, particularly those involving controversial issues, or populations vulnerable to 
discrimination and stigma, have the potential to provoke hostility from some people. This leaves 
researchers who recruit via online methods with a challenge: that is, what can and should they do to 
manage such practices and interactions?

In this paper, we explore some of the methodological challenges of recruiting stigmatised 
populations during a highly political and controversial time in Australia. We outline the types of 
commentary by users of social media in the course of interacting with our advertising campaign, as 
well as the strategies we used to handle negative commentary. We use a case study of recruiting 
through an SNS for a survey and interviews (see Alba et al., 2019, 2020; Lyons et al., 2019, 2020a, 
2020b, 2020c, 2020d; Waling et al., 2019, 2020a, 2020b) exploring older LGBTI Australians’ 
experiences of health and wellbeing during the 2017 marriage equality postal survey, a politically 
tumultuous time where Australians were tasked with voting on whether or not they thought same- 
sex marriage should be legal. It is our goal, as such, to offer some ways in which future researchers 
can think ethically and practically about the challenges of recruiting research participants via SNSs, 
especially involving stigmatised populations that may attract hostility.

Social media recruitment, ethics, and commentary

Social media, in the last decade, has increasingly become a valued tool in recruiting people to 
participate in research. Traditional methods of recruiting research participants for studies have 
often relied on flyers and poster advertising, various media such as print, television and radio, use of 
approved contact databases, randomised telephoning, and snowballing techniques. However, with 
the advent of the internet and digital technologies, SNSs have become preferred ways of recruiting 
participants for their cost effectiveness, speed and efficiency, and allowing for real-time interaction 
with potential participants (Andrews, 2012; Chu & Snider, 2013; Forgasz et al., 2018; Lohse, 2013; 
McCarthy & Mazza, 2019; Miyagi et al., 2014; Park & Calamaro, 2013). Some have noted that SNSs, 
such as Facebook, enable reliable data collection (Kosinski et al., 2015) and that some SNSs 
outperform other online advertising tools and/or traditional methods (Admon et al., 2016; 
Brodar et al., 2016; James et al., 2014; Kosinski et al., 2015; Middleton et al., 2014). Others have 
noted that SNS advertising may increase the likelihood of respondents answering sensitive ques-
tions, such as on topics of sexual health and well-being (Burkill et al., 2016; Raviotta et al., 2016). It 
has also been found that some SNSs enable a ‘snowballing’ effect that can be vital for recruiting 
participants online (O’Connor et al., 2014).

A range of researchers have found SNSs to be particularly effective (Pötzschke & Braun, 2017) in 
targeting small populations that may be spread across large geographical areas and are difficult to 
access in large enough numbers using traditional methods. For example, in a study of Polish 
migrant experiences across four European countries, 96% of survey respondents discovered the 
survey via Facebook. Similar experiences have been noted by others, such as a study of Argentinian 
immigrant entrepreneurs in Spain (Baltar & Brunet, 2012), a U.S. study of young people engaged in 
substance use (Ramo and Judith, 2012; Ramo et al., 2014), a study of women in their early days of 
pregnancy (Arcia, 2014), and research involving people with specific medical conditions (Capurro 
et al., 2014; Child et al., 2014; Close et al., 2013; Morgan et al., 2013). Similar findings have also been 
noted in attracting people from diverse gender and sexual identity populations, where SNSs have 
been vital in reaching specific subpopulations, such as gay and bisexual men, and trans women 
living with HIV (Arayasirikul et al., 2016; Buckingham et al., 2017; Martinez et al., 2014; Yuan et al., 
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2014). SNS recruitment has been hailed as a preferred method of recruitment for young lesbian, gay, 
bisexual, trans, intersex, and queer (LGBTI) people due to their use of the internet for LGBTI 
support and community engagement (DeHaan et al., 2013).

Ethics concerning social media research, both researching content produced by social media, 
and the use of social media for research participant recruitment, has not yet been fully developed in 
relation to online methodology (Roberts et al., 2013; Whitman, 2007). Some researchers and 
theorists have explored such issues as maintaining participant confidentiality (Whitman, 2007), 
conceptualisations of the internet regarding notions of the private and the public (D’Arcy & Young, 
2012; Lange, 2007), social media policies such as terms of conditions and ethics procedures 
(Allsworth, 2015; Harris et al., 2015a, 2015b), ethical issues in doing research recruitment online 
for friends and family (Hokke et al., 2018; Robards, 2013), and obtaining informed consent for 
ethnographic or participant observation studies (Warner, 2009). However, very little has been said 
about recruitment practices in which individuals are invited to partake in more traditional forms of 
research, such as a survey or interview. Rather, most research regarding the ethics of social media 
and research has been focused on social media itself as a site of research enquiry, rather than 
reflecting critically on its use as a tool for research recruitment (Fileborn, 2016; Gelinas et al., 2017; 
Vera-Gray, 2017). Where SNSs as research recruitment tools have been examined, the concerns 
raised relate mainly to sampling bias or fraudulent responses (Beddows, 2008; Duffy, 2002; Kapp 
et al., 2013; Quach et al., 2013), ethical considerations relating to privacy and hard-to-access groups 
(Gelinas et al., 2017), and reducing harm to vulnerable participants relating to issues of confidenti-
ality (Sharkey et al., 2011).

However, additional challenges can also arise, such as receiving and managing derogatory 
comments on research advertisements and whether or not researchers should moderate commen-
tary. One issue, and the focus of this article, is ‘trolling’, the practice of individuals leaving 
derogatory, harmful, or abusive comments for the purpose of igniting heated discussion, or 
provoking further argument (Binns, 2012; Cheng et al., 2017). Trolling has been widely discussed 
in relation to social media practices (Ortiz, 2020), such as its use by violent hate groups and 
extremists (e.g., Hodge & Hallgrimsdottir, 2019). However, little attention has been paid to trolling 
in relation to social media recruitment. Trolling comments may be placed on an online advertise-
ment, where this is possible, or on an SNS page that gives information about the study. In many 
cases, this ‘trolling’ is part of a broader phenomenon of cyberbullying, the use of information and 
communication technologies like SNSs in harassing others (Cooper & Blumenfeld, 2012).

Only a few researchers have begun to document these as incidents occurring within their 
research recruitment advertising. Fileborn (2016) reflects on the difficulty of managing problematic 
comments left on her research recruitment advert shared amongst her peers when she used an SNS, 
while Vera-Gray (2017) states that many individuals left derogatory comments on her SNS adver-
tisement exploring women’s experiences of men’s violence in online spaces. Fileborn (2016) notes 
that she grappled with whether to engage with negative commentary left on her research adver-
tisement, but ultimately left them where they were. Vera-Gray (2017, p. 69) contends that she left all 
comments as visible to the public apart from one in which she chose ‘not to approve this comment 
as part of my feminist practice, as the offensive nature of it could have caused emotional distress to 
an unknown woman.’ While focused on responses in a survey, rather than comments on a research 
recruitment advert, DeGroot and Carmack (2020) found that many participants left hostile com-
ments and ad hominem attacks on the study in their online survey of the US 2016 Presidential 
Election results. However, currently lacking in research inquiry is what researchers could effectively 
‘do’ in these settings, that is how to manage the public commentary, what can be perceived as 
evoking harm or distress to a participant, what principals to follow in making certain decisions, 
what is ethical, and the rationales for the strategies they employ in managing research recruitment 
and potential trolling.

Related to this is the question of whether or not researchers should actively censor commentary 
on research advertising, and how they should do so. Different advertising platforms allow for 
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varying levels of comment moderation, but a larger question is whether or not the researcher should 
actively engage in moderation practices. Often, guidelines regarding the use of social media for 
recruitment only advise researchers that they may need to delete any commentary that could bring 
the institution in which researchers are conducting research into disrepute, but do not comment or 
provide advice on how to manage the variety of derogatory and problematic commentary, such as 
negative comments about a particular population group.

Contemporary LGBTI politics in Australia

It is useful to briefly illustrate the political climate in which the recruitment of this study occurred. 
Over the past few decades, Australia has made steady progress toward establishing equal rights for 
LGBTI people. Several large reforms have occurred in recent years. In 2013, changes were made to 
the Sex Discrimination Act 1984 to include sexual orientation, gender identity, and intersex status 
under federal law. In 2013, law reforms were made in the state of South Australia, eventually 
followed by all states and territories in Australia (Northern Territory being the last to do so in 
November 2018) to expunge historical criminal records regarding acts of homosexuality, and public 
apologies were made to victims of conviction, though this is not available in every state. By 2017, 
LGBTI couples were able to adopt children in all states and territories (Gawthorne, 2018). Also in 
2017, the Australian Government released the Aged Care Diversity Framework that encourages aged 
care services to provide environments that are inclusive, culturally safe, and supportive of older 
LGBTI people (Australian Government Department of Health, 2017). Furthermore, while forced 
conversion therapy still occurs in Australia, legislative bans are being considered by various state 
governments (Jones et al., 2018).

However, despite these changes and reforms, Australia has been somewhat more conservative 
in other areas, in particular (until recently) around marriage equality (Jones, 2017). In 
August 2017, the federal government made the decision that Australians would have their say, 
by way of a postal survey, on whether or not they felt people of the same gender should be 
allowed to get married. The results of this postal survey would then inform whether Australia 
would legislate equal marriage through a parliamentary vote. This was a tumultuous time of 
campaigning for and against equal marriage, with a number of LGBTI people reporting increased 
experiences of violence and harassment by other Australians (Ecker & Bennett, 2017). On 
15 November 2017, 62% of people who completed the postal survey chose ‘yes’ for marriage 
equality (Australian Bureau of Statistics, 2017), and marriage equality was subsequently legislated 
after a parliamentary vote. Despite this outcome, there is substantial evidence that the marriage 
equality debate was associated with increased rates of verbal assaults and physical violence 
directed towards LGBTI people (Ecker & Bennett, 2017), and increased psychological distress 
of those exposed to negative media messages (Verrelli et al., 2019).

The social media recruitment phase of this study coincided with the Australian Marriage 
Equality postal survey and campaign. One challenge of this was that because our study was focused 
on older LGBTI people, we needed to ensure a safe space for them during this time. We therefore 
needed to create a strategy for handling comments and commenters who were likely not the target 
population, but could express opinions against LGBTI people, encouraged by the broader debates 
concerning marriage equality in Australia.

Our study and managing negative commentary

Here we assess and explore the strategies of what can be done in the wake of social media becoming 
a more prominent space for recruiting participants. We begin with a brief outline of how we used an 
SNS for recruitment. This is followed by a discussion of the challenge of comment moderation that 
arose during the recruitment stage in a highly political time.
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The study we conducted targeted older LGBTI people in Australia and focused on diverse aspects 
of health and well-being. Ethics approval was granted by La Trobe University. The study comprised 
a quantitative online survey and qualitative interviews. Recruitment for both the survey and 
interviews was carried out between September 2017 and December 2017. We aimed to recruit 
participants aged 60 years and over who identified as lesbian, gay, bisexual, transgender, or intersex, 
and were currently residing in Australia. For SNS advertising, we used Facebook. Recognising that 
not all older people may be using the internet or an SNS (Newman et al., 2019), this was in addition 
to a range of other strategies, including electronic flyers circulated via networks, promotion of the 
study at a conference involving older LGBTI people, and promotion by relevant aged care and 
community organisations. Advertising directed people to the survey. We set up a paid SNS 
advertisement, which had a direct link to the online survey and was also linked to a Facebook 
page that promoted the study. The advert depicted an image of differently coloured umbrellas and 
invited people to complete a survey of the health and well-being of older LGBTI people. We avoided 
using imagery of people, as it can be difficult to represent multiple axes of diversity that speak to all 
participants. Indeed, as Grov et al. (2019) noted in their study of men living with HIV in the U.S., 
advertising images can directly impact whether or not an individual may participate, particularly 
those from marginalised backgrounds.

The survey obtained a sample of 895 participants, of whom 726 (81.1%) reported that they had 
heard about the survey on Facebook. At the end of the survey, participants had the option of taking 
part in an interview. Those who expressed interest were directed to a separate short survey to collect 
contact details. A total of 415 people expressed interest, of whom 165 were randomly selected for an 
interview, and 43 went on to complete an interview. For further information about the study, see 
(Alba et al., 2019, 2020; Lyons 2019, 2020a, 2020b, 2020c, 2020d; Waling et al., 2019, 2020a, 2020b).

In some instances, advertisements can be commented on and shared with other users, which was 
the case for our study. All comments made on these adverts are thus public, meaning that they are 
accessible to anyone with the appropriate SNS account. To moderate comments, researchers may 
have the ability to hide comments (only being visible to the commentator and their SNS friends), 
report comments to SNS administrators regarding breach of community guidelines, or delete 
comments altogether. In some cases, users can also be banned from being able to visit 
a particular SNS page or account, thereby removing their ability to view any further advertisements 
or commentary. However, in our experience, deletion of comments does not necessarily delete the 
number of comments received, and so individuals can see that a number of comments have been 
deleted or hidden when presented with the advertisement. Overall, the research advertisement was 
shared 224 times and reached over 82,167 people in Australia.

Advertising on SNSs has its drawbacks, in particular the inability to control how people might 
react to a study (Fileborn, 2016). Our study attracted a few different types of commentary that 
required management, including negative commentary that might have been perceived as harass-
ment or prejudice towards LGBTI people, and political discussion and debates concerning marriage 
equality. We received a total of 192 comments. Out of these comments, 134 (70%) were negative, 41 
(21%) were positive, and 17 (9%) were questions about how to take the survey.

During recruitment and advertising, we avoided any mention of the marriage equality debate to 
minimise attracting people who were not part of the study’s target population. However, despite our 
attempts to avoid conflation with the marriage equality vote, the advertising campaign on our 
chosen SNS attracted comments from people who were against marriage equality, as well as those 
who were against LGBTI people and the LGBTI community overall. As such, our advertisement 
received a number of messages that could be perceived as hateful, homophobic, biphobic, trans-
phobic, and discriminatory.

Some of the messages were linked to broader misconceptions and harmful myths about LGBTI 
people. Some commentators made discriminatory remarks regarding sexual practices, in particular 
that of sex between men. Some made references to the AIDS and HIV epidemic of the 80s and 90s, 
claiming that LGBTI people were diseased, or were deserving of such fates, or were unlikely to reach 
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the age of sixty due to disease or ‘lifestyle’ factors. Citing religious beliefs, some also expressed that 
LGBTI people did not deserve support or help.

Others claimed that the project was a waste of money, and articulated concerns for other areas of 
social life that they felt was more deserving of attention and research. Such concerns also included 
frustration that the survey did not include the health and well-being of heterosexual cisgender 
people. Many, however, made direct links to the marriage equality campaign, with a number leaving 
remarks to encourage people to vote ‘no’, despite the survey not being directly related to the 
campaign. In these cases, such comments focused on the importance of maintaining traditional 
marriage, as well as echoing concerns about potential harms that equal marriage might bring should 
it be legalised. Some chose to react, utilising the sad (tearful face, 12), the angry (angry face, 43), or 
the ‘haha’ (laughing face, 14) reactions to articulate their displeasure with the study.

Some comments, however, were positive; where people indicated that the survey was needed and 
appreciated, while others encouraged their peers to complete the survey. Some remarked on LGBTI 
issues of visibility, health, and inclusion more broadly. Many chose to either share the advert on 
their own SNS account or engaged with the ‘like’ (thumbs up) or ‘love’ (heart) reaction. In all, the 
advertisements received a total of 630 likes and 49 loves, with an additional 155 likes and 160 
followers on the actual SNS page that promoted the study (as of October 28th, 2019).

Below, we provide a description of how we managed the challenge of negative commentary, and 
our reasoning for the strategies we used.

Free speech and comment moderation

From this commentary, a challenge arose concerning the potential and perceived harm against the 
LGBTI community. Research has found that negative commentary and statements, such as that 
found on social media, can severely affect mental health and social well-being (Nixon, 2014). LGBTI 
people often experience harassment, abuse and discrimination online (Abreu & Kenny, 2018). 
Many comments left on the SNS advertisement were derogatory, a number of which could be seen 
as harmful for a vulnerable person to read, especially in the wake of social issues regarding the 
marriage equality vote. Such comments targeted specific people, while others expressed hatred of 
LGBTI people more broadly. When the survey was first advertised on our chosen SNS, commentary 
and debates quickly followed in the comments section, ranging from supporting the project to 
statements that may have been perceived as abusive or distressing in nature. The advert was taken 
down immediately and then reposted a few days later after the research team discussed a strategy for 
handling the commentary.

As negative commentary has the potential to create a spiral effect, that is, as one person 
comments, others can be encouraged to engage in heated discussions (Binns, 2012), the research 
team was concerned with how to manage the commentary in an ethical way. We were initially 
reluctant to moderate comments, as this could be seen as impeding on free speech in a public space 
(Rainie et al., 2017). However, we recognised that this had to be balanced with the need to provide 
a safe space for participants, and to be mindful that such commentary could be understood as forms 
of hate speech (Banks, 2010; Reed, 2009). Much discussion was had about whether or not we should 
moderate comments, and how we should do so. Moderation of commentary has not been discussed 
in relation to research advertising and research ethics. Indeed, the few who have discussed 
moderation of negative commentary (Fileborn, 2016; Vera-Gray, 2017) have ultimately opted to 
leave the discussions on recruitment pages.

However, Markham and Buchanan (2012) note that researchers are encouraged to consider the 
situated contexts in which the participant/potential participant and researcher reside. This includes 
how a researcher might approach a participant, the perception of privacy (see Henderson et al., 
2013), and whether a chosen course of conduct is ethical in practice, which can be extended to 
public commentary on research advertising. Further, Gelinas et al. (2017) contend that researchers 
using social media as a form of participant recruitment should be able, and willing, to engage in 
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transparency and if appropriate, discussion. The research team discussed at length their role as 
moderators of SNS discussions and comments. As researchers are meant to remain impartial, 
neutral, and objective in their research (Cupples, 2002), the moderation of commentary could be 
seen as choosing a side rather than allowing representation of multiple viewpoints, or not engaging 
in objective practice. It is also possible that engaging in commentary, and how individuals perceive 
that engagement, could deter some potential participants from participating in the project.

However, as Binns (2012) notes, ‘trolling’ may be used to provoke argument, lure others into 
circular discussions, and engage in personal insults and abusive language. While claiming to be 
representing an opposing view, Binns (2012) contends that trolling practices are generally meant to 
invoke rage and hostility online, and negatively affect individuals. As such, engaging in discussions 
with individuals posting negative, hateful or derogatory commentary could be counter-productive 
(a common phrase, ‘Don’t Feed the Trolls’).

We decided that allowing such commentary to remain on the advertisement and to be visible 
might bring harm to participants. Older LGBTI people are considered a vulnerable and stigmatised 
population (Lyons et al., 2019). Participants were likely to be feeling in some ways angry, frustrated, 
or distressed, among other emotions, regarding the marriage equality vote, alongside a potential 
history of having experienced marginalisation, violence and discrimination throughout their lives. 
Many users of SNSs were reported to have been avoiding social media during the marriage equality 
debate due to negative commentary and hostility directed towards LGBTI people (Ecker & Bennett, 
2017). Reflecting the negative climate more broadly, funding was provided by the state government 
in Victoria to assist crisis support service lines in dealing with an increased uptake of their services 
(Perkins, 2017).

Therefore, to leave such comments on the advertisement could potentially add to experiences of 
distress and harm, and further alienate an already marginalised and stigmatised population group. 
As this was a study focused on the health and well-being of older LGBTI people, we also felt that to 
leave negative commentary could be regarded as being unsupportive to this community and could 
perhaps be seen as a form of research abuse (see Roffee & Waling, 2017). Further, this was a specific 
advertisement for the research study, and there were a number of other forums in which people 
could participate to express their views on marriage equality, or LGBTI+ people more broadly. To 
address this, we employed a particular strategy by which we made the following statement as 
a comment on all SNS advertisements:

Please note that this is a research study. Any comments of a political nature, or could be viewed as harmful or 
offensive will need to be removed.

Keeping in mind Binns’s (2012) caution concerning trolling behaviour, we took a case-by-case 
approach for this project, assessing each comment and the appropriate response. However, this was 
not without its challenges. While it made sense for us to delete negative commentary, we also had to 
consider comments that were not directly hostile but had the potential to provoke hostility. We 
were selective about which comments we would delete, and carefully discussed the kinds of 
comments that we felt would need to be deleted. Comments that fit our criteria included:

● Derogatory and demeaning comments about LGBTI people;
● Comments that were deemed threatening, obscene, inappropriate, insulting, or used offensive 

language;
● Comments that were intended to incite violence or hatred against LGBTI or other stigmatised 

population groups; or individual persons;
● Defamatory comments about the university, research centre, and researchers involved in the 

study;
● Comments discussing the postal survey on marriage equality in Australia;
● Comments of a political nature such as comments on laws and regulations;
● Comments promoting commercial content/their businesses;
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● Comment exchanges between two or more people that engaged in one or more of the above.

We then deleted those comments that fit our criteria, as soon as possible, as well as banned 
perpetrating individuals from accessing the SNS page. We then made sure to respond quickly to 
negative comments in order to prevent a spiral effect (i.e., as one user leaves a comment, others will 
contribute), and to discourage individuals from leaving further negative commentary. This involved 
authors AL, AW and BA to monitor the SNS page of which the advertisement was hosted during 
the day, evenings, and weekends. The SNS page provided notifications when a new comment was 
posted, thus enabling them to act in a relatively short amount of time. This proved effective; as the 
survey ran its course, we received fewer negative comments overall.

Managing social media recruitment

Gelinas et al. (2017) provide a highly useful series of ethical questions and guides regarding social 
media recruitment outlined in Appendix A of their paper. These include:

● Providing the IRB/HREC a statement that describes the proposed social media recruitment 
techniques, including sites to be used, where recruitment will be active or passive, and how 
participants will be approached if active;

● Ensuring that all recruitment strategies comply with relevant law and legislature;
● Ensuring that recruitment respects all relevant ethical norms, which includes not fabricating 

online identities, research team members are not ‘lurking’ (i.e., not making participants 
aware), and that recruitment will not involve techniques that will embarrass or stigmatise 
participants;

● Considering whether a communication plan is needed for managing social media activities 
among participants, such as the potential for participants to jeopardise validity of a study if 
they do not follow appropriate blinding, and triggers for when researchers are needed to 
intervene in relation to correcting misinformation, or blinding study results.

However, in the communication plan, they do not address the issue of comment moderation in 
relation to trolling and harmful comments. In addition to Gelinas et al.’s (2017) work, we offer 
a number of suggestions and strategies for researchers in reflecting on social media recruitment 
regarding controversial topics and vulnerable and stigmatised population groups.

First, we urge researchers not to think of their research recruitment as existing in a vacuum, but 
rather, to readily consider the broader political, social, and cultural contexts surrounding them 
when they are recruiting in online spaces (Markham & Buchanan, 2012). Researchers should think 
carefully about how their advertisement may be received and shared in public, especially when 
conducting potentially controversial research, and strategise on how they will manage potential 
hostility towards prospective research participants. They should be aware of the political, social and 
cultural climate to which they are recruiting, which can affect participation, and research dissemi-
nation. Researchers need to consider whether hostility towards a research study may have a negative 
impact on participants, or when it is directed at participants. This includes preparing a set of 
protocols, or plans, to put into place when hostility may arise, and determining how researchers 
may respond to hateful, or other kinds of commentary. For example, Vera-Gray’s (2017) study 
explored women’s experiences of men’s violence in online spaces, which attracted hostility from 
male users. As such, for Vera-Gray (2017), it could be said to be more appropriate to leave hateful 
commentary on her research advertising, as it spoke directly to the issues she was researching and 
may have encouraged individuals to participate as a result. In the case of our study, with recruit-
ment occurring during the marriage equality postal survey campaign period, the research team felt 
it was necessary to reduce the impact of hateful commentary on potential participants, noting that 
some might have been experiencing this in other areas of their lives at the time of recruitment. We 
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note that these are not easy decisions to make and require researchers to balance potential positive 
and negative consequences of the range of decisions that could be made. In the case of our study, we 
were faced with similar decisions and removed negative commentary, particularly in light of 
research showing that experiences of stigma and discrimination are strongly linked to poorer 
mental health for LGBTI people (Lyons et al., 2019; Meyer, 2003).

Second, researchers should think carefully about what kinds of comments they will respond to, 
how they will respond, and what comments warrant potential deletion. It can be a difficult task at 
times to judge whether a comment should be left alone, if the team should respond, or if it should be 
deleted, while also weighing this against the principle of free speech. Each of these carries outcomes 
that can potentially affect the project, such as public perceptions of the study, participant engagement, 
researchers, and the research institution supporting the study. The case-by-case approach we took 
was effective in deterring negative commentary. As such, we emphasise the need for researchers to 
clearly articulate their own protocol for managing negative commentary. This is especially important 
if there is a team of researchers handling commentary to ensure consistency across all responses.

Third, while researchers are often expected to remain impartial and objective in the research 
process, it is becoming more important, and vital, to be empathetic and understanding when working 
with stigmatised population groups. Researchers have an ethical duty to their participants, and this 
includes addressing potential harms, such as those that can emerge through internet commentary. 
While it may be regarded as a form of censorship in deleting negative commentary, the welfare of the 
research participants ought to be a high priority for research recruitment. Moderation of commen-
tary could also be viewed positively by participants who may already feel disenfranchised and unsure 
about participating, by providing a sense of a safe space. Ethics committees and researchers thus need 
to consider how they will intervene in regard to potential negative commentary.

Lastly, we encourage researchers to prepare protocols for managing negative commentary in 
relation to promoting studies via social media and ensuring a safe space for participants. These 
protocols should include the types of commentary a study is likely to attract, strategies for 
identifying problematic commentary, and the steps required to respond accordingly. Having 
a strategy in place prior to recruitment advertising would enable greater preparedness for handling 
commentary that might pose challenges for creating a safe space for participants.

Conclusion

The accessibility and scope of mobile and web technology for conducting surveys and recruiting 
potential interview and focus group participants means that researchers have greater opportunities 
for engaging and reaching individuals and communities than ever before. However, this is not 
without its challenges, and researchers should be mindful of the environment in which they conduct 
their research. Greater access also means greater potential for commentary by the general public. In 
this article, we have considered challenging questions relating to how to recruit via SNSs for projects 
that may be viewed as controversial, or with stigmatised populations. We have offered examples, 
our strategies, and rationales for these strategies, and have noted some considerations that 
researchers could think about when using SNSs for advertising their research project. As many 
scholars have already noted, the popularity of using SNSs for recruitment will only grow as we 
continually move into a digitally focused world, and we need to think carefully about how to most 
effectively manage online research advertising.
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