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Overview

• Defining citizen science and crowdsourcing

• A library perspective on the benefits and challenges of engaging with 
citizen science

• What does this mean for you?

• Four examples: 
iNaturalist www.inaturalist.org

Penguin Watch www.zooniverse.org/projects/penguintom79/penguin-watch/

British Library / In the Spotlight playbills.libcrowds.com

British Library / Living with Machines www.zooniverse.org/projects/bldigital/living-with-machines
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What is citizen science / crowdsourcing?

Citizen science is an 'umbrella' term for different ways in which the public 
participate in science

Citizen science involves the active participation of the public in scientific research 
or knowledge production with a 'genuine outcome'

Forms of participation vary from data collection - observations out in the field or 
from digitised images - to analysis and communication - to co-creating projects 
and more.

Sometimes also called crowdsourcing, digital volunteering, citizen history, public 
participation in scientific research, nichesourcing...
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What is citizen science / crowdsourcing in cultural 
heritage?
A more focused view of public 
participation: working with the public on 
tasks that contribute to a shared, 
significant goal related to cultural heritage 
collections or knowledge, via online 
platforms

Results may contribute to wider research 
questions, or they might help improve the 
discoverability of cultural heritage 
collections

Often focused on engagement and access

https://www.flickr.com/photos/statelibraryofnsw/4659373140
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Citizen science examples: iNaturalist

'iNaturalist helps you identify the plants 
and animals around you. Get connected 
with a community of over a million 
scientists and naturalists who can help 
you learn more about nature! What’s 
more, by recording and sharing your 
observations, you’ll create research 
quality data for scientists working to 
better understand and protect nature'
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Citizen science examples: Penguin Watch
Count penguins, 
chicks and eggs in far 
away lands to help us 
understand their lives 
and environment. 

'Research shows that 
in some regions, 
penguin populations 
are in decline; but 
why? Click "get 
started" to begin 
monitoring penguins, 
and help us answer 
this question. With 
over 100 sites to 
explore, we need 
your help now more 
than ever!'
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British Library's In the Spotlight
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Benefits of citizen science

• Data – observations, annotations, transcriptions, classifications, etc
• Knowledge for the public – increased awareness of research methods, subject 

expertise, greater scientific or historical literacy
• Research publications and datasets
• Greater and more engaged use of cultural heritage collections and knowledge
• More diverse perspectives from the public and other disciplines 
• Skills for library staff and scientists including community engagement, project 

management, communicating specialist topics, workflow
• New relationships between participants, project teams, institutions
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Challenges of citizen science

Common
• Time and aptitude required within organisations
• Workflow and data management; processing and using the results
• Ensuring and explaining the credibility of public observations
• Recruiting and retaining participants despite competition for their time

More advanced
• Integrating crowdsourcing into research processes, timelines
• As machine learning / AI gets better at core tasks, how can we retain 

opportunities to access collections, knowledge and learn through participation?
• Ensuring 'human computation' systems embed appropriate values
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What does this mean for you?

You can try out different projects to get hands-on knowledge of the field

You can host editathons and other activities

You can create or collaborate on research through citizen science

You can improve access to cultural heritage collections

You can help document, host and ensure the re-usability of crowdsourced data
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Get involved

The Collective Wisdom Handbook: perspectives 
on crowdsourcing in cultural heritage - now open 
for access and review

https://britishlibrary.pubpub.org/

A Citizen Science Guide for Research Libraries -
looking for contributors
https://citsci-wg.github.io/guide/
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