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Thanks to digital media and the Internet, people are creating and sharing on an amazing 
scale. Whether photographs on Flickr, remix videos on YouTube, or status updates on 
Facebook, content production has become one of the most common ways we interact 
with computers. HCI and social computing researchers have explored facets of this 
phenomenon such as information dissemination, usability, and social impact. One 
crucial part of this sociotechnical system not as often considered is the role of law. 
Intellectual property, once mostly the domain of lawyers and corporations, is now 
relevant to anyone with an Internet connection and a “share” button. As a lawyer and 
social computing researcher I am interested in how this can deepen our understanding 
of online creative behavior and contribute to technology design for creativity. 

Law	and	Online	Creativity	

Many sources of rules govern our interactions with technology and our behavior 
online—law, ethical guidelines, community norms, website policies—and they do not 
always agree. This is particularly true in the context of content production because 
copyright law represents a collection of complex policies that often do not always 
account for the way that people use and re-use digital media. Is it okay to use part of a 
song in a video you post on YouTube? How much of the song? Can you write a story 
about Harry Potter? Can you sell his portrait on Etsy? Share it on Facebook? Within legal 
gray areas, people make decisions every day about what is permissible, often 
negotiating multiple sources of rules. Funded by a National Science Foundation grant, I 
have explored the role of law in the complex information system of online creativity, 
with one outcome being recommendations for designers working in this space.	

Methods	for	Studying	Behavior	Online	

In social computing research we are fortunate to have access to a large amount of data 
from digital footprints, as well as the ability to engage with people directly in our 
research. I use primarily qualitative methods, drawing on a variety of data sources that 
range from dozens of interviews to hundreds of survey responses to thousands of forum 
posts. My analysis pairs techniques such as thematic analysis and grounded theory with 
quantitative, statistical analysis of aggregate data. I have also conducted meta research 
to help refine my methods (Dimond, Fiesler, DiSalvo, Pelc, & Bruckman, 2012). 

My goal has been to use what I learn from each data source to inform the rest, iterating 
on research questions and synthesizing findings into a complete picture. As a result, my 
dissertation work has been bookended by in-depth interviews: first, as an exploratory 
study to refine research questions, and later, to dig deeper into the findings from large-
scale content analysis of digital trace data and aggregate survey data. I believe strongly 
in the value of mixed-methods approaches, and that findings from big data analysis 
benefit from further qualitative exploration. 

Two	Studies	about	Content	and	Copyright	

Public conversations about copyright are a rich source of information about what people 
know and don’t know about the law, and how it is impacting behavior and shaping social 
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interactions. For one study, my data source was thousands of scraped public forum 
posts from eight online communities representing different types of creative production 
(e.g., DeviantArt illustrations, YouTube videos). I performed a manual content analysis 
for 400 of these conversations about copyright, drawing out conversational themes and 
patterns of interaction (Fiesler, Feuston, & Bruckman, 2015). 

A previous exploratory interview study culminated in findings about misunderstandings 
of copyright law (Fiesler & Bruckman, 2014b), and the content analysis showed evidence 
of this on a much larger scale. There was a prevailing theme—copyright law is a source 
of problems, mostly due to misunderstandings or information deficits. My findings 
focused on the challenges encountered by content creators, including evidence of 
chilling effects—when they choose not to share their creativity or to use certain creative 
technologies for fear of getting into trouble. 

Much of these misunderstandings centered on site policies, and drawing from prior 
work in HCI on online privacy policies, I knew that online terms and conditions are often 
highly unusable. To explore this relationship, I first performed a content analysis of 
Terms of Service (TOS) on 30 websites featuring user-contributed content, including 
large sites such as Facebook and Wikipedia as well as small creative communities. My 
analysis focused on copyright licensing terms--how the website is permitted to use user-
contributed content (Fiesler & Bruckman, 2014a). Then I surveyed 410 online 
participants to get at expectations and opinions of those terms that could be matched 
to the reality (Fiesler, Lampe, & Bruckman, n.d.). The TOS analysis revealed difficult 
readability and high word counts, but also a great deal of variability on licensing terms. 
The survey also revealed diverse opinions on licensing terms as well as large gaps 
between expectations and reality; for example, most websites are permitted to modify 
your content, but most users find this unexpected and also discomforting.  

These findings, coupled with interviews before and after, point to two major 
implications. First, there is a pervasive usability problem related to law and policy 
information. Despite effort within HCI and design that goes into presenting information 
to users in the best possible way, copyright and privacy information typically exists in 
unreadable walls of text. This means that users cannot access or understand 
information relevant to their technology use. Moreover, copyright law itself is 
confusing, and misinformation rapidly proliferates in these communities without any 
signals of expertise. Content creators have similar patterns of misconceptions about law 
and policy that tend to only be strengthened rather than debunked. Second, in 
interviews, forum conversations, and in survey data, I saw evidence of strong social 
norms about content ownership that vary by community of creators. Community 
matters, and policy should not be one-size-fits-all. 

I am eager to explore design opportunities in this space. Information about website 
policies should be presented in usable ways, taking into account the issues that actually 
matter to users. Since expectations differ across communities, one size does not fit all. 
We also know that copyright is important online, and that people will continue to 
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engage with it and ask questions. Some of my recommendations for site designers 
include supporting knowledge sharing, building social norms into policy, and scaffolding 
knowledge in content sharing tools. I also hope to develop a third-party technological 
solution in which copyright licenses are parsed to display information in new, more 
consumable or visual ways. Moreover, I hope to contribute to an environment where 
the value of creativity is apparent in both policy and design. 

Future	Directions	

In addition to exploring immediate design implications from my dissertation research, I 
will continue research at the intersection of policy, creativity, and social computing. I 
have taken a largely qualitative approach towards studying the role of copyright law in 
online behavior, but there is opportunity for quantitative and big data studies in this 
space as well. For example, Wikipedia and YouTube both present potentially valuable 
sources of public trace data, from fair use rationales included in Wikipedia image 
uploads to data from YouTube DMCA takedowns. Taken together with further 
qualitative work, studying these data sources could give us a better understanding of 
what is happening with copyright on a larger scale. 

My current work has uncovered complex norms about copyright, but I am interested in 
their evolution and impact in other contexts as well. I am particularly interested in how 
norms develop within creative communities and how these norms can be built into 
technology design. For example, Archive of Our Own, a fan fiction archive frequented by 
many participants in my research, was specifically designed with the existing norms of 
the community in mind. This example has been an excellent case study for me in how to 
design for norms, and further work could put these ideas into practice. 

Additionally, I am interested in how people share content online and how they 
collaborate creatively. I am currently leading a study of content differences between 
public and non-public Facebook status updates. We are using Mechanical Turk 
(Amazon’s crowdsourcing platform) to collect status updates and information about 
privacy settings, which we will analyze to identify key patterns and differences using 
both manual coding and automated language analysis. These results will deepen our 
understanding of behavior in social networks and may have important implications for 
researchers who rely on public Facebook data.  I have also contributed to research on 
software for supporting creative production: Pipeline, a tool for task management in 
creative collaboration (Gonzales, Fiesler, & Bruckman, 2015; Luther, Fiesler, & 
Bruckman, 2013), and EarSketch, a tool for teaching computer science through creating 
music remixes. My work on copyright has led to a deeper understanding of content 
creation particularly in the context of appropriation, and we can build more powerful 
tools to support creativity and content production in these communities. 

Finally, my law and policy background puts me in a unique position to collaborate with 
other faculty members and research groups in other fields. In my capacity as a legal 
expert, I have contributed to a diverse range of projects: a study about the role of 
information technologies in domestic violence, the creation of a tool for reporting 
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sexual assaults on college campuses, and the creation of copyright curriculum for 
EarSketch. In addition to intellectual property and research ethics (Bruckman, Luther, & 
Fiesler, 2015), I am also interested in the legal and ethical aspects of freedom of speech, 
gender and sexual orientation issues, and online harassment and cyberbullying. There is 
often a wide gap in expertise between computing and legal studies, and I am committed 
to bridging this gap as both a researcher and educator. 
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