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[bookmark: _Toc317426568]Summary   
This is a standard operating procedure (SOP) for selecting a platform for social media analysis. The purpose of the SOP is to provide a step-by-step guide to platform selection. If TikTok is selected as the platform for analysis, the TikTok analysis SOP should then be used. This SOP is to be used in conjunction with the Qualitative Umbrella Protocol (LINK).
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[bookmark: _Toc777105381]Definitions  
Social media: online applications and websites where users share content with other users.

[bookmark: _Toc67559420][bookmark: _Toc649166588]Abbreviations  
None





[bookmark: _Toc1271091985]Social media platform selection
[bookmark: _Toc1176563235]Background
Social media is increasingly where people get health and other information, especially in the context of an emerging infectious disease.  Furthermore, such platforms are critical to shaping public opinion and discourse on infections, and their prevention and management.
A scoping review of social media content relating to COVID-19 identified six themes: infodemics, public attitudes, mental health, detection or prediction of cases, government response, and quality of videos offering information on prevention [1]. This review found that a focus on public attitudes accounted for over half of the reviewed studies, with over half of the studies using data from Twitter (now X) [1]. For this reason, social media analyses can be useful for understanding public perceptions and representations of an infection, and how and what information is being shared.  
Social media platforms can potentially enable access to a large volume of already existing data in the public domain. However, trends in social media platforms and their use are subject to rapid change. It is often difficult to find reliable information on user demographics, as well as how algorithms might work (limiting our understanding of the data sources and potential algorithmic bias).  These shifting trends, coupled with recent threats to the future of social media platforms (e.g. change in ownership in Twitter to X impacting user base [2], threats to ban TikTok in the US [3]) mean that some analyses may no longer be possible, may no longer be relevant, or may have limited transferability to other platforms.
[bookmark: _Toc330830657]Selecting a social media platform
It is important to have a transparent and systematic process for identifying the most appropriate platform(s) for an analysis.  This can be facilitated by using a social media platform selection form, an example of which is given in the supporting documentation. This captures data on number and demographics of users, as well as other information such as geographical base etc, which can be used to compare characteristics of platforms and select the most appropriate for the planned analysis. Private social media companies often do not publish data about users.  It is therefore common to have to draw upon less reliable data from marketing and business websites (e.g. [4, 5]).  
Selection of a social media platform for analysis needs to take into account a number of factors such as:
· The population most affected by the infection (i.e. which platform this population seems most likely to use based on user demographics)
· Current trends in use (e.g. downward trend in use of Twitter/X)
· Practical considerations such as access to data
· Specific research questions (e.g. if wanting to explore politician views then Twitter/X may be most appropriate)
· Other issues, including current threats to the platform (e.g. country-wide bans)
· Values-based decisions (e.g. does paying for access to a platform align with research values)
[bookmark: _Toc1851702593]Ethics
Institutional requirements for ethical review of studies using publicly available data for social media analyses varies. The ethics of social media analyses remains a contested topic, especially given that content creators do not create this content with the intention or belief that it may be included in research. It is therefore best practice to apply for ethical approval regardless of whether or not this is required.  We advise using data that is in the public domain (i.e. not from private accounts), not using identifying information in reporting, and not obtaining data in a covert manner (e.g. by posing as someone with an infection on a forum).
[bookmark: _Toc1833483982]Related SOPs
· TikTok analysis
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[bookmark: _Toc1366812874]Supporting documentation
Social media platform selection form

	Platform
	Launch year
	Geographical base
	Geographical user restriction
	Active users (N)
	Duration of use per month
	Age of users (%)
	Female (%)
	Other characteristics
	Data restrictions
	Ethical considerations
	Methodological approaches 
	Data on infection available
	Comments

	
	
	
	
	
	
	13-17
	18-24
	25-44
	>45
	
	
	
	
	
	
	



[bookmark: _Toc2123063656]References
1.	Tsao, S.-F., et al., What social media told us in the time of COVID-19: a scoping review. The Lancet Digital Health, 2021. 3(3): p. e175-e194.
2.	Spangler, T., One Year After Elon Musk Bought Twitter, X Monthly Users Are Down 15% and Ad Revenue Has Slumped 54%, in Variety. 2023.
3.	Jamali, L., Why has Trump postponed the TikTok ban?, in BBC.co.uk. 2025.
4.	Exploding Topics. Tiktok User Age, Gender, & Demographics (2024). 2024  25/11/2024]; Available from: https://explodingtopics.com/blog/tiktok-demographics.
5.	Data Reportal. Global Social Media Statistics 2025. 2025 July 2025 [cited 2025 31st July]; Available from: https://datareportal.com/social-media-users.

image1.jpg
@ _—

—— 0—.

V E R D | Funded by the
European Union





image2.jpg
Funded by the European Union. Views and opinions expressed are however those of the author(s) only and do not necessarily reflect those of the European Union
or the European Health and Digital Executive Agency. Neither the European Union nor the granting authority can be held responsible for them.




