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Ethical Issues in Qualitative Research
Introduction
Social media is becoming is gradually becoming a popular research tool. Several social media websites are being used increasingly nowadays for research purposes. The popularity of these sites in research can be credited to the fact that they provide new openings for researchers. However, they present new ethical issues, especially for IRB (institutional review boards), which review research procedures. As it is presently, there exists little or no regulation in regards to how the review boards should review researches that involve social media sites (Sugiura, Wiles & Pope, 2017). This paper discusses some of the issues and ethical challenges presented by research conducted with social media. Social media can reinforce trust between the researches and the public if used appropriately.
Discussion
There are issues and ethical challenges in online research that are unique to social media, which include issues related to confidentiality, informed consent, risk or potential harm, subject vulnerability, as well as intrusiveness. The researchers conducting research using social media have to overcome these challenges. Presently, the most commonly used social media sites are Twitter and Facebook. The most important challenge with social media research is the regulatory concerns. Just like any other research, there exist possible risks to participants in researches involving social media networks. The risks may be grouped into three research approaches, which are survey, interactive, and observational approaches to research. 
A primary concern in observational research conducted through social media networks is whether the anticipated research satisfies the measure as human subjects research. If it satisfies, then what type of analysis will be required. A human subject in this context is a person whom a researcher obtains information by interaction with the person. Having met that criterion, access to social media is public, and the information provided is not confidential. Also, information collection does not necessitate interaction with the individual who posted it (Moreno et al., 2013). Therefore the research does not make up the human subjects research. 
Legal issues relating to intrusiveness are also prevalent in research with social media. Cases involving invasion of privacy are hard to conclude since it cannot be determined as to what constitutes violation of privacy in the research context. The government and the courts have examined the privacy policies of the social media sites and concluded that people do not have a realistic prospect of privacy in the content they place on these sites. Apart from the legal issues relating to intrusiveness, participants of research may not be willing to share certain personal information because privacy is not guaranteed. As a result, the data collected may not be reflective of the actual opinion of the participants. Participants may not respond accurately or correctly to questions requiring sensitive information such as their health or sexuality. Most social media policies state that sites do not guarantee privacy as the content posted on the site may be shared with other users. The bottom line is that confidentiality will remain a significant ethical issue in online research (Mikal, Hurst & Conway, 2016).   
Other possible issues emanate when conducting informed consent through social media. The first issue is the absence of face-to-face interaction with the respondents. The researchers may not have an opportunity to examine reactions of the participants to the consent process. The issue is more significant especially when the research gathers information that is potentially stigmatizing or illegal. Also, the concern is magnified when the participant is from an at-a-risk population. Another issue is how to obtain consent from the parents of a minor. The law provides that minors below the legal age must have consent from the parents to participate in a study unless the research is granted a parental consent waiver (Gehner & Oughton, 2016).      
Conclusion
Social media is taking over as a popular tool for research. However, it presents various ethical issues and challenges to the researchers as well as the participants. The most prominent of these include issues related to confidentiality, informed consent, risk or potential harm, subject vulnerability, as well as intrusiveness. However, the reviewing bodies should balance consideration of issues specific to social media with traditional research methods.
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