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Abstract: As organizations increasingly rely on big data analytics to guide decision-

making, ethical considerations surrounding privacy, accountability, fairness, and 

inclusivity have become central to responsible data governance. While large-scale data 

mining offers significant benefits in efficiency, fraud detection, and public 

administration, it also poses substantial risks when safeguards are inadequate. This paper 

examines ethical challenges associated with big data mining through the lenses of 

administrative law, case law, and public policy. Using recent judicial decisions and a 

hypothetical federal agency initiative as a framework, the paper analyzes the 

consequences of unauthorized data access, opaque algorithmic decision-making, and 

insufficient oversight. It concludes by proposing best practices and governance strategies 

to balance technological innovation with ethical responsibility. 
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INTRODUCTION 

Big data analytics has transformed decision-making across both public and private sectors. 

Governments increasingly employ large-scale data integration to modernize benefit 

programs, identify fraud, and improve administrative efficiency. However, the expansion of 

data mining capabilities raises profound ethical concerns regarding the collection, access, 

and use of sensitive personal information. 

 As vast datasets containing personally identifiable information (PII) become 

centralized and interconnected, the risks of misuse, unauthorized access, and harm to 

vulnerable populations increase. Ethical data stewardship requires balancing innovation 

with responsibility, ensuring that efficiency gains do not come at the expense of privacy, 

fairness, or public trust. This paper explores the ethical implications of big data mining and 

examines how legal frameworks and judicial oversight shape responsible data governance. 

 

BACKGROUND: BIG DATA AND ETHICAL RISK 

Big data mining often involves aggregating information from multiple sources, including 

social security records, tax filings, medical data, financial transactions, and educational 

records. While such integration can improve program integrity, it also magnifies ethical risks 

when controls are insufficient. 

 The ethical challenges most frequently associated with big data mining include: 

• Privacy violations, stemming from excessive or unauthorized data access 
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• Lack of transparency, particularly in algorithmic decision-making 

• Bias and unfairness, which disproportionately affect marginalized groups 

• Weak accountability mechanisms, enabling misuse without consequences 

 These concerns underscore the importance of embedding ethical principles into data 

governance frameworks from the outset. 

 

ADMINISTRATIVE LAW AND GOVERNMENT DATA ACCESS 

A hypothetical scenario presented in the conference materials illustrates these ethical 

tensions. In 2025, the federal Data Integrity Administration (DIA) launched an initiative to 

modernize government benefit programs through advanced data analytics. Under an 

executive order, a special “Efficiency Task Force” (ETF) was granted broad, expedited 

access to sensitive federal databases, including records from the Social Security 

Administration, Department of Education, Treasury, and Office of Personnel Management. 

 Critically, some ETF members lacked full security clearances and had not completed 

privacy training. Access controls were minimal, audit trails were poorly documented, and 

contractors were permitted to work remotely from unsecured locations.  

 These administrative decisions reflect ethical failures in applying the need-to-know 

principle, ensuring proportional access, and maintaining oversight. 

 

CASE LAW ANALYSIS 

Recent judicial decisions highlight how courts increasingly scrutinize large-scale government 

data practices. 

 

Privacy and Unauthorized Access 

In American Federation of State, County and Municipal Employees v. Social Security 

Administration (D. Md. 2025), the court issued a temporary restraining order to prevent 

unauthorized access to sensitive PII. The decision emphasized the ethical obligation to 

justify data access and maintain oversight mechanisms when handling massive datasets. 

 Similarly, American Federation of Teachers v. Bessent (D. Md. 2025) underscored the 

dangers of granting broad data access without consent or demonstrated necessity, 

reinforcing privacy as a foundational ethical principle in big data environments. 

 

Accountability and Oversight 

Cases such as Alliance for Retired Americans v. Bessent (D.D.C. 2025) and Electronic Privacy 

Information Center v. U.S. Office of Personnel Management (E.D. Va. 2025) illustrate the 

courts’ focus on accountability, particularly when remedial measures are inadequate and 

risks of identity theft are substantial. 
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Fairness and Constitutional Limits 

In Small Business Association of Michigan v. Yellen (W.D. Mich. 2025), the court held that 

centralized collection of beneficial ownership data violated Fourth Amendment protections. 

This case highlights ethical concerns regarding proportionality and the constitutional 

boundaries of data collection. 

 Collectively, these cases demonstrate evolving legal standards that increasingly align 

with ethical imperatives in big data governance. 

 

KEY ETHICAL ISSUES IN BIG DATA MINING 

Unauthorized Access and Privacy Failures 

Unrestricted access to non-anonymized datasets increases the likelihood of misuse and 

breaches, particularly when personnel lack adequate training or operate outside secure 

environments. 

 

Lack of Accountability 

The absence of audit trails, independent oversight, and whistleblower protections allows 

ethical violations to persist unchecked, undermining institutional integrity. 

 

Fairness and Impact on Vulnerable Populations 

Opaque algorithms used to flag fraud or risk can lead to benefit suspensions without due 

process. These practices disproportionately affect elderly, disabled, and low-income 

individuals who lack resources to challenge automated decisions. 

 

Inclusivity and Data Governance 

Excluding affected communities from data governance processes fosters bias and erodes 

trust. Ethical data practices require meaningful participation, transparency, and 

mechanisms for individuals to review and correct their data. 

 

PROPOSED ETHICAL FRAMEWORK AND SOLUTIONS 

To address these challenges, the paper proposes the following best practices: 

1. Robust Privacy Protections 

• Mandatory training and background checks 

• Least-privilege and need-to-know access controls 

• Secure, monitored work environments 

2. Enhanced Oversight and Accountability 

• Independent oversight boards 
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• Real-time audit logging 

• Strong whistleblower protections 

3. Fairness and Transparency 

• Explainable algorithms 

• Clear notice and appeal rights 

• Regular impact assessments 

4. Inclusivity and Public Engagement 

• Community participation in system design 

• Individual rights to access and correct data 

• Public reporting in plain language 

 Implementing these measures aligns innovation with ethical responsibility and 

strengthens public trust. 

 

CONCLUSION 

Big data mining offers powerful tools for improving public administration, but without 

ethical safeguards, it risks undermining privacy, fairness, and democratic accountability. 

Legal precedents increasingly reflect ethical concerns about unchecked data access and 

opaque decision-making. By integrating robust privacy protections, accountability 

structures, and inclusive governance, organizations can harness the benefits of big data 

while minimizing harm. Ethical data stewardship is not a barrier to innovation—it is a 

prerequisite for sustainable and legitimate use of technology in society. 
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