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Introduction

The rise to prominence of visual social media platforms (VSMPs) including TikTok,
Instagram, and YouTube has led to increasing amounts of research attention directed to
these platforms. As research engages multimodal platforms, representing their content
(including text, audio, image, and video components) increasingly becomes both
important and complex. The AoIR Internet Research Ethics (IRE) 3.0 guidelines
stipulate that “we need to elaborate an ethics addressing the distinctive issues
clustering around the production, sharing, and thereby research on visual images”
(franzke et al., 2020). In this paper, we begin making such an elaboration, describing
considerations necessary when representing screenshots. We provide an overview of
four current approaches to representing VSMP posts and annotate their tensions.

Prior Examinations of Screenshots
The act of screenshotting is non-neutral, and produces its own media artifact. One
notable discussion of this artifact format is (Frosh, 2018), which provides an in-depth
historical and media form analysis of the screenshot. This details how the screenshot’s
design both invisibilizes its existence as its own media object, and makes it function as
an evidentiary artifact (see also (Jaynes, 2020)). Other researchers have discussed how

Suggested Citation (APA): Schafer, J. S., Halperin, B. A., Ghosh, S., and Vera, J. (2024, October). TO
SCREENSHOT OR NOT TO SCREENSHOT? TENSIONS IN REPRESENTING VISUAL SOCIAL
MEDIA PLATFORM POSTS. Paper presented at AoIR2024: The 25th Annual Conference of the
Association of Internet Researchers. Sheffield, UK: AoIR. Retrieved from http://spir.aoir.org.

Suggested Citation (APA): Schafer, J. S., Halperin, B. A., Ghosh, S., Vera, J. (2024, October). To 
Screenshot or Not to Screenshot? Tensions in Representing Visual Social Media Platform Posts. Paper 
presented at AoIR2024: The 25th Annual Conference of the Association of Internet Researchers. 
Sheffield, UK: AoIR. Retrieved from http://spir.aoir.org.



screenshots can be used to hold structural powers accountable (Jenkins & Cramer,
2022).

Prior research has discussed screenshots’ privacy implications, and how researchers
can learn from fan archives’ practices (Drouin, 2021) and online remix cultures (Fiesler
& Bruckman, 2014). (Shore & Prena, 2023)’s recent study of users’ screenshotting
behaviors reveals how non-researchers conceptualize screenshots’ privacy risks.
Further, we find (Cagle, 2021)’s discussion of researching nonconsensually-captured
images informative. Cagle argues that both looking at and sharing these images can be
ethically fraught, and urges for obtaining informed consent from those represented
along with ‘ethical ekphrasis’ as text-only or text-in-addition description of images
(Cagle, 2021).

It is important to note issues of representation in research images have significant
histories. One example is the “Lena” image of a Playboy Magazine model, used in early
computer vision research without the model’s consent (Mulvin, 2021a, 2021b).

Current Practices of VSMP Screenshot Inclusion
To ground our discussion of tensions in screenshotting VSMPs, we synthesize common
practices in existing research. Representations of these media tend to come in four
primary forms: 1) text-only descriptions, 2) unaltered screenshots, 3) partially-altered
screenshots, and 4) drawings. Text-only descriptions do not represent posts visually, but
through verbal descriptions, such as (Vázquez-Herrero et al., 2022) and (Kennedy,
2020). Unaltered screenshots are not subsequently edited before being included in
research outputs, such as (Maddox, 2023), and (Bhandari & Bimo, 2022).
Partially-altered screenshots have visual elements blurred or altered, such as obscuring
creators’ faces (e.g. (Lundy, 2023)) or blurring account usernames (e.g. (Khoury et al.,
2023)). These alterations can include blocking less personally-identifiable information,
such as (Vizcaíno-Verdú & Abidin, 2023)’s replacing “like” counts alongside blurring
creators’ faces. Our final example of screenshot practices is when researchers draw,
rather than screenshot, posts. Examples include (Abidin, 2018), (Stephenson et al.,
2024), and the conference presentation of (Biggs et al., 2023).

Alongside image formats of VSMP screenshots, we also see diversity in what
screenshots are taken. While most previously-referenced papers include a single
screenshot per video, some of the four-screenshot composites in (Vizcaíno-Verdú &
Abidin, 2023) may be of subsequent frames within one video. This reveals important
methodological questions — what frame do you choose to screenshot moving images?
How do researchers convey cuts between different video parts, or choose a “typical”
frame for a particular camera setup within a video? How do static portrayals reduce
nuance and encode researchers’ biases by freezing complex subjects at selected
moments in time? Compositing multiple screenshots to account for temporality, or using
artistic techniques such as blur lines, could help address these challenges.

Ethical Tensions Regarding VSMP Screenshots in Research

As the IRE guidelines (franzke et al., 2020) argue, representing multimodal data is
particularly ethically fraught. Below, we outline three value questions researchers should



reflect upon when including VSMP screenshots (or not): what is (in)visibilized, what is
consensual, and what is legal, when representing VSMP posts? Similar to (Schafer et
al., 2023), we do not prescribe guidelines or resolutions, but instead describe critical
considerations.

First, researchers should address the tension between the values of attribution and
anonymity. Posts by VSMP creators represent significant creative labor. On one hand,
invisibilizing this labor through anonymization can harm creators by not crediting them.
On the other hand, visibility can elicit further scrutiny or harassment (Alcoff, 1991).
Researchers have demonstrated creators often navigate calibrated visibility using
complex folk theories (DeVito, 2022), and this navigation has been discussed in prior
AoIR research (Stegeman et al., 2022). Adding unintended visibility could cause harm
by undermining creators’ efforts to be seen only in specific contexts (Dym et al., 2019).
Visibility is also problematized for those studying harmful media on VSMPs, from media
captured nonconsensually (Cagle, 2021), to misinformation or otherwise objectionable
content, when researchers might want to avoid giving this content the “oxygen of
amplification” (Phillips, 2018).

Another tension for researchers to navigate is around degrees of informed consent,
particularly since VSMPs are known to have long, convoluted end-user license
agreements (EULAs) that most users do not read before joining (Fiesler & Proferes,
2018). Since most users do not know the rights they sign away as they join VSMPs,
researchers have additional responsibility to take care in representing user-generated
content in their work. Researchers could consider procedures of dynamic consent
(Tseng et al., 2024), and contact users whose content they are interested in highlighting,
to discuss consent to use and represent such content in their papers. However, there
are temporal challenges associated with dynamic consent (Halperin & McElroy, 2023)
and mechanisms needed to accommodate changes in consent preferences over time,
particularly when dealing with sensitive subject matters (Halperin et al., 2023). After an
article’s publication, researchers no longer have easy ways to remove screenshots.
While consent may be difficult to adapt or dangerous to acquire for some cases, such
as in (Fuchs & Meikle, 2018), considering these processes and contextual degrees of
risk when representing VSMP posts is warranted.

Our third tension exists within navigating legal frameworks surrounding VSMP posts
and their usage. Since posts constitute intellectual property, including screenshots could
implicate researchers under copyright law. For instance, some fair use guidelines for
researchers caution screenshots may be used “only for the purpose of critique” but not
to “illustrate a point,” and that redrawing a figure does not equate to permissible use
(Association for Computing Machinery, n.d.). Additionally, platform terms of service
regarding researcher data access and republication are important considerations for
representing VSMP posts. However, not including screenshots, since drawings or
textual descriptions may not fulfill screenshots’ evidentiary role, may present its own
legal challenges, such as creators alleging they were inaccurately or even defamatorily
represented. Omitting screenshots may also weaken researchers’ arguments, since
their ability to demonstrate evidence via VSMP post representations would be
diminished.



Conclusions and Future Work

In this paper, we described existing methods researchers use to represent VSMP posts,
and some attendant ethical tensions in using screenshots. Beyond the tensions and
overview we produced, this reveals important future research directions. These include
interviewing researchers about their existing practices, exploring alternative
representation methods, or studying users’ reactions to the VSMP post usage in
research, similar to (Fiesler & Proferes, 2018).
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