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Why a Special Issue on Participant-Centered Behav-
ioral Traces?

To study the effects of social media platforms on political attitudes, behav-
iors, and knowledge, researchers need to be able to accurately estimate
what kinds of information (news, misinformation, low-quality information,
political advertising) what kind of users are being exposed to, select, interact
with or produce. Survey data has proven unreliable and impractical in mea-
suring these processes, especially considering the frequency and ephemeral
nature of (social) media usage (Parry et al., 2021). Therefore, the focus has
increasingly been put on the collection of digital trace data as amore reliable
method to capture exposure to and interaction with content (Ohme et al.,
2024). Most ways to obtain these traces either depend on platforms giving
programmatic access to all or selected researchers (APIs, Social ScienceOne)
– relying on current ownership and strategies of platforms as e.g. drastically
seen in the case of Twitter/X – or scraping and interception which forces
researchers into a cat-and-mouse game around counter-measures put in
place by platforms and potential legal retaliation due to breaches of terms
of service (Ausloos & Veale, 2021; Ohme et al., 2024).

In the last few years, however, a new pathway for obtaining data has
been introduced: Using “download my data” functionalities provided by
platforms to complywith legal requirements such as those introduced by the
European General Data Protection Regulation (GDPR). In so-called data do-
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nation studies, participants access data download packages (DDP) through
tools provided by platforms and subsequently share (parts of) the data with
researchers (Araujo et al., 2022; Boeschoten et al., 2022). This repurpos-
ing of data access tools has been celebrated as a method that enhances
transparency and agency for users, eliminates the need for complex tech-
nological solutions for researchers, and leads to non-reactive, longitudinal
data (Araujo et al., 2022; Boeschoten et al., 2022; Ohme et al., 2024). Apart
from this GDPR route other ways of donating data have been proposed
in the social science context for example for donating browsing histories
(Menchen-Trevino, 2016), private chat data (Garimella & Chauchard, 2024)
or screenshots frommobile devices (Ohme et al., 2021; Otto & Kruikemeier,
2023).

In the “Post-API age” (Freelon, 2018) data donations promise away of col-
lecting data at the individual level in an ethical way – technically open to all
researchers whether they are at institutions with enough influence to reach
agreements with platforms and can develop expensive scraping tools or not.
However, asmost researchers who have started the journey of data donation
studies will attest, all these advantages come with substantial downsides: It
is expensive, it is difficult to set up, finding enough participants andmaking
sure they donate the right data requires monitoring and hand-holding, and
ultimately questions around the validity and interpretability of the collected
data need to be addressed. We firmly believe that data donation approaches
should have an essential place in the toolkit of researchers looking to collect
individual-level digital trace data. Therefore, this special issue is set up to
give an overview of where we are, what we can (and cannot yet) do, and
how this still relatively new approach can be improved to become amore
established way of data collection in the future.

Overview of the Special Issue

This special issue covers various topics at the core of current research with
participant-centered behavioral traces and, specifically, data donation ap-
proaches. It gives an excellent overview of the main issues the subfield is
advancing but still struggling with at the moment. Some contributions give
researchers insights into different platforms and tools for setting up data
donation studies in general (Pfiffner, Witlox, & Friemel, 2024) ormore specif-
ically for online advertising transparency (Angus et al., 2024). The technical
implementation of the data donation idea is still one of the most pressing
topics. It is the basis of everything that can be done in methodological and
substantive ways. The papers here represent a substantial step forward in
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this sense. Another strong focus is on the ‘teething troubles‘ that plague
many researchers getting into data donation research: Finding participants
to take part in donation studies and quantifying andmitigating issues with
sampling andbiases (Hase&Haim, 2024; Pfiffner, Reiss, et al., 2024; Strycharz
et al., 2024; Welbers et al., 2024). Without understanding these questions
of data quality, biases, and participation, substantive research with data
donations is merely groping in the dark, especially when it comes to the
generalizability and transferability of study results. Lastly, studies empiri-
cally explore the use of participant-centered traces for understanding the
online use of journalists (Merten et al., 2024) and advertisement targeting
(Angus et al., 2024). Overall, this special issue is thusmainly centered around
questions of how to collect data from which participants, finding solutions,
and optimizing processes – hopefully providing important guidelines for
researchers exploring the method or seeking to improve upon previous
attempts.

Tools and Platforms

In their research note, Pfiffner, Witlox, and Friemel (2024) describe a tool
for setting up the collection of participant-centered digital traces: The Data
DonationModule (DDM). Being a tool to be deployed at the institutional
level (allowing for a more centralized approach compared to most other
tools), it includes elements for data pre-processing, filtering and enrichment
combined with built-in questionnaire options to keep everything within
one platform. The authors describe the application and its adaptability to
different research contexts, including an assessment of accessibility and
sustainability in the longer run. Adding to the slowly growing list of differ-
ent tools available for setting up data donation studies of varying levels of
complexity, this tool provides a very promising alternative for researchers
setting up their own data donation studies. A more targeted approach has
been taken by Angus et al. (2024) who lay out an infrastructure for tracking
online advertisement of users on Facebook, the Australian Ad Observatory.
Through the help of custom browser plugins, advertising content and tar-
geting can be captured. The article further describes how to handle data
storage, processing, and enrichment and how to set up a researcher dash-
board to monitor data collection. The authors give a detailed overview of all
components of the infrastructure and how different parts can be modularly
reused for different research projects. Code and documentation for both
the Data Donation Module and the Australian Ad Observatory can be found
open source on GitHub to facilitate the collaborative process of adapting
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and reusing existing infrastructures for future studies.

Participant Recruitment, Sampling and Bias

Two studies investigate different strategies available for the recruitment
of participants: Pfiffner, Reiss, et al. (2024) systematically compare three
different ways of recruiting users for online data donation studies. While
all three options (access panel, social media advertisements, a data market-
place) overall led to low response rates, the authors still can give valuable
insights into the advantages and possible issues of the different recruitment
strategies. They show differences in effort for administration and setup,
participation rate, cost, and how analyses might be affected by the choice
of platform. Next to the traditional channel of access panels, online adver-
tisements are identified as promising avenue to explore further. Welbers
et al. (2024) compare one traditional channel for recruitment (online survey
via an access panel) with one more unconventional (field study at a music
festival). Especially the results of the field study were encouraging, showing
overall interest and occasionally enthusiasm by participants to take part in
data donation studies while also giving insights into potential entry barriers.
Being able to guide users through the donation process in person proved
to be valuable. However, trade-offs with regard to financial and personal
investment bring challenges, especially for large-scale research. Once the
participants are recruited, questions about the characteristics of the sam-
ple and potential biases play a role in data donation research, especially
considering the complexity of the donation process and the sensitivity of
the data. Strycharz et al. (2024) empirically investigate who is (not) willing
to participate in data donation studies. Through a survey in the Nether-
lands, the authors identify several biases in donation behavior: Age, digital,
and algorithmic efficacy. In contrast, factors such as privacy and trust were
unrelated. This hints at barriers rather being technical than related to reser-
vations and concerns of participants. Hase and Haim (2024) looked into
concrete strategies for mitigating some common data donation research
issues. They investigated different survey design strategies and tested their
effects on non-response rates and biases. Their preregistered experiments
showed that none of the proposed strategies (technical support, personal-
ized incentives, highlighting societal relevance) proved effective – giving
essential insights and pointers to further investigation on how to counter
common issues and biases in the field.
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Empirical Studies

Lastly, two studies in this special issue also apply data donations to investi-
gate empirical rather than methodological matters – and show the breadth
of the field at that. Angus et al. (2024) detail an impressive case study of their
Australian Ad Observatory collecting Facebook advertisements frommore
than 2000 users over a longer period of time. Through this, they were able to
uncover harmful and illegal advertisements in violation of official policies,
misleading green advertising, and inconsistencies in the “Why am I seeing
this” algorithmic explainability feature by Facebook. On a much smaller,
in-depth scale, Merten et al. (2024) study the information repertoires of
journalists using donations of browsing histories. They show systematic dif-
ferences between self-reported information use and measured web history
data. This study highlights explicitly the applicability of data donations to
get detailed insights into media usage of professionals and to complement
comprehensive qualitative research.

Participant-centered data collection: Where do we
go from here?
As thepapers in this special issue show, datadonations andotherparticipant-
centered data collection approaches have massive potential since they pro-
vide some independence from platforms and API access, they give the par-
ticipant a more active role in data collection, and they provide data and
insights that would be hard or impossible to get otherwise, e.g., social media
behavior and communication. However, the papers in this special issue and
other work in the field of data donations also still show the struggles and
challenges that the method and subfield face. We want to list a few of them
since they show future research strands.

The role of platforms

What has been shown time and time again is that while data donations
have the potential to make us less platform-independent than other data
collectionmethods (such as APIs) without any ToS or remaining in gray legal
areas (as is often the casewith scraping), platforms do still play an important
role for this data collection technique. Hase et al. (2024) point out many of
the issues that researchers face with regard to data formats, delivery of the
data, completeness of the data and many more. Platforms can (willingly or
accidentally) make it difficult to collect data through the way it is provided:
One interface change or renaming of crucial variables can break a research
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project or at least lead to substantial practical issues during data collection.
Most of the researchwe see is concernedwith large platforms such asGoogle
or products developed by Meta, which have established procedures for
data downloads that, although flawed, function (semi-)automated with a
certain regularity. For smaller platforms, requesting access to one’s data can
often be difficult, ranging from having to submit an email with identifying
documents attached, someone having to export data manually, or not even
having any established procedures on how to deliver data. This makes
researching smaller platforms and providers an additional challenge. It thus
remains important for researchers and other stakeholders to advocate for
more streamlined and standardized ways of fulfilling data access requests to
further improve the usability of data donations and make it less dependent
on the goodwill of platform providers.

Technical burdens and infrastructure

Of course, technical and resource burdens are still high and prevent many
communication researchers from using participant-centered data collec-
tions for their (substantive) research endeavors. Therefore, usable, accessi-
ble, and stable infrastructure has to be the foundation of future research,
as papers in this special issue and other calls for computational infrastruc-
ture show (Mangold et al., 2023). Hence, instead of investing in fragmented
frameworks from different (smaller) research projects, the aim should be to
join resources and invest in sustainable, accessible, and reliable research
infrastructure By applying participant-centered data collection, wemight
be able to make the data collection process more participatory, but one
of the next steps must be to “democratize” the possibility for communica-
tion researchers to use suchmethods. Overcoming technical burdens and,
with that, sampling biases and issues of participation, motivation etc. This
especially also includes the sharing of materials and strategies on how to
explain data donation to participants and on how to lower the technological
barriers for participation. The field has different options on how to move
further: One would be to focus on automating data donation as much as
possible (e.g. by hoping that the right for data portability in GDPR article
20 will gain more traction), on “constant” and repeated data donation with
users who are familiar with the procedure and can reliably deliver data. This
involves building panels that are specialized in data donation, similar to
panels having installed web-tracking tools – exporting and donating your
data every three months as a service (Mangold et al., 2023). This could lead
to lower startup costs per individual research project and reliable and more
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consistent data. At the same time, the idea of active participant involvement
is lost via this route, and it could lead to having “odd” samples similar to
professional survey taker samples in other domains. Another option is to
focus on smaller, high-quality samples of specific populations where do-
nated data is analyzed more in-depth through combination with qualitative
methods (diaries, interviews) to use data donation as theory-building and
understanding method that can help us develop better instruments for sur-
vey and tracking research while also keeping the user perspective in mind.
This could and should also involvemore in-person research, which is impor-
tant for reaching new audiences, increasing trust compared to online-only
research, and being able to offer more direct help with technical difficul-
ties. After all, the main strength of data donation is being a citizen science
method, hence the strength of active consent and participation should not
be jeopardized (Menchen-Trevino, 2013).

Data quality and problems of found data

What has been discussed far less is that the quality, completeness, and
usefulness of this data for research still heavily depends on what is (not)
beingoffered, especially through the “downloadmydata” functionalities and
similar formats of platforms providing data. After all, the primary function
of these tools is to satisfy legal requirements for private end users and not to
create high-quality, useful data for research projects. Research groups have
frequently indicated that those functionalities only provide a fraction of
eligible data and especially omitting data of importance for policy, and have
encountered issues with data availability and quality in the past (Hase et al.,
2024). However, there has so far not been any empirical investigation into
the completeness and accuracy of DDPs and whether the data allows for
making (reasonably accurate) inferences about important political variables.
Through a series of audits of these “download my data” researchers should
systematically assess the shortcomings of these tools. Apart from this, the
general question is whether “found” data that was not produced for research
purposes can help us to answer the questions wewant to answer instead
of the ones we can answer given the data we are able to get (as e.g. was
often the case when the Twitter API was still freely available). Data donation
researchers need to be careful to not become too attached to the specific
formats and contents of data available via these tools to shape their research
questions.
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Substantive research

Some strengths and weaknesses will only become evident with actual sub-
stantive research being done. Without researchers actually jumping into the
data and substantive research questions, participant-centered approaches
stay a well-intentioned five-finger exercise for communication researchers
whoare interested inmethods and resource-intensive data collection. Dowe
have enough and the “right” data to make claims about the effects of social
media on learning and political attitudes? Can we say something about the
net impact of certain communication content on children and youths? Con-
cerning these questions, the subfield is indeed coming of age, and the first
substantive studies on advertisement targeting and journalistic information
search show the potential and strengths of data donation approaches for
(digital) communication research. However, the weaknesses, (technical)
obstacles, and burdens described above still make participant-centered ap-
proaches far frombeing a common and heavily used data collectionmethod
in communication research. Hopefully, this special issue can serve as a point
of support for researchers to get a better (empirical) overview of the dos and
don’ts, different tools, and approaches to ultimately further the use of data
donation approaches. After all, with discussions on platform data provision,
closed technical systems, and huge efforts for othermethods to study digital
communication, data donations might become one of the few pathways to
investigate, how citizens navigate and behave in a digital communication
environment.
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