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Overview

• Defining crowdsourcing

• Example projects, typical tasks and 
input/output content

• Participants, motivations and levels of 
engagement

• Design tips



What is crowdsourcing?

'the act of a company or institution taking a 
function once performed by employees and 
outsourcing it to an undefined (and 
generally large) network of people in the 
form of an open call’ (Jeff Howe and Mark 
Robinson for Wired, 2006)

Or, using cognitive surplus: 'the spare 
processing power of millions of human 
brains’ (Clay Shirky)



Cultural heritage crowdsourcing is... 

...asking the public to undertake meaningful 
tasks related to cultural heritage collections 
in an environment where the activities 
and/or goals provide inherent rewards for 
participation. The project should contribute 
to a shared, significant goal or research 
interest.



...vs 'user-generated content'

• UGC: comments, creative responses or items 
contributed by the public

• Unlike crowdsourcing, the act of 
contributing is more valuable than the 
contribution - individual, not mutual value



Basically, cultural heritage 
crowdsourcing is...

Transforming input content into output 
content...

...via a powerful purpose and/or enjoyable 
tasks that people want to help you with



National Library of Australia: Trove

http://trove.nla.gov.au/



FamilySearch

2012 Statistics
Total records indexed: 534,108,416
Total records arbitrated: 263,254,447
Total volunteers contributing: 348,796
Total estimated hours contributed: 12,764,859

On “5 Million Name Fame” event day, July 2012:
Indexed Records: 7,258,151
Arbitrated Records: 3,082,728
Total Records Worked: 10,340,879
Volunteers participating: 46,091.https://familysearch.org



Transcribe Bentham

http://www.transcribe-bentham.da.ulcc.ac.uk/



Metadata Games



Micropasts

http://micropasts.org/



British Library Georeferencer

http://www.bl.uk/maps/



Reading Experience Database

http://www.open.ac.uk/Arts/reading/



Typical tasks in crowdsourcing

• Task granularity: 'microtasks' to long-term, complex tasks

• Tagging (subjective, factual; free-text, vocabularies; mark-up, 

tags)

• Transcribing (including OCR correction)

• House-keeping (moderating forums, flagging content for 

review)

• Sharing knowledge (personal or researched)

• Creating links, relationships, categorising

• Stating preferences, opinions

• Crowdfunding



Who participates in crowdsourcing?

UW Digital Collections http://www.flickr.com/photos/uw_digital_images/4476958262/



Super-contributors and drive-bys

‘16,400 little boxes – one for each person who’s contributed to oldWeather. The area of each box 
is proportional to the number of pages transcribed, between us all we’ve done 1,090,745 pages.’
http://blog.oldweather.org/2012/09/05/theres-a-green-one-and-a-pink-one-and-a-blue-one-and-a-yellow-one/



Motivations for participation

Powerhouse Museum Collection https://secure.flickr.com/photos/powerhouse_museum/2633069104/



One task...



...many motivations for participation

• Altruistic
– helping to provide an accurate record of local 

history

• Intrinsic
– reading 18thC handwriting is an enjoyable 

puzzle

• Extrinsic
– an academic collecting a quote from a primary 

source



Extrinsic motivations

http://gwap.com



Altruism

http://helpfromhome.org/



Intrinsic motivations

• fun

• the pleasure in doing 
hobbies

• the enjoyment in 
learning

• mastering new skills, 
practicing existing skills

• recognition

• community

• passion for the subject

State Library of Queensland, Australia
https://secure.flickr.com/photos/statelibraryqueensland/319830
5152/



Motivations as opportunities

People crave:

• satisfying work to do

• the experience of being 
good at something

• time spent with people 
we like

• the chance to be a part 
of something bigger

(Jane McGonigal, 2009)

State Library of New South Wales
https://www.flickr.com/photos/29454428@N08/2880982738



Motivations for organisations

• Fix the 'semantic gap' and enhance 
discoverability

• Digitisation backlog: collections are big, 
resources are small

• Create engaging, meaningful experiences for 
the public

• Access external knowledge and expertise



Going beyond 'microtasks'

• How can participants grow beyond 'classify 
this image' or 'type what you see'?



Participatory project models

Contributory

 the public contributes data to a project 
designed by the organisation

Collaborative

 both active partners, but lead by organisation

Co-creative

 all partners define goals together
(Center for Advancement of Informal Science Education (CAISE))



'Levels of Engagement' in citizen science

• Level 1: participating in 
simple classification 
tasks

• Level 2: participating in 
community discussion

• Level 3: 'working 
independently on self-
identified research 
projects’

(Raddick et al, 2009)

State Library of Queensland, Australia
https://www.flickr.com/photos/statelibraryqueensland/46032815
78/



FamilySearch ‘stepping stones’

• Indexing as ‘introductory, family history 
education’ including:

– Knowledge about record types

– Genealogical information

– Handwriting practice

• From indexing, can move to ‘arbitration’

• Or onto your own family history research



The ethics of crowdsourcing

http://xkcd.com/1060



Design tips



https://www.flickr.com/photos/44282411@N04/8168496167 by LearningLark

Validate procrastination



Show, 
don't tell



Work with compelling content

http://dh.tcd.ie/letters1916/diyhistory/



Other design solutions

• Understand and remove barriers to 
participation

• Emphasise importance of contribution

• Find interesting tasks, material

• Look to existing uses, communities

• Invest in community interaction, feedback



Design for cultural heritage crowdsourcing

• Understand your potential audiences’ 
interests and motivations

• Understand the quirks of your material

• Anticipate uses of the output content

• Understand barriers to participation

then...

• Tailor your design to suit



Future design challenges

• Integrating machine learning and human 
computation

– What happens if we run out of meaningful 
tasks?

• Designing for mobile

• Participant retention

• Resources - crowdsourcing as 'free puppy'



Thank you!

Mia Ridge

Open University/Trinity College 
Dublin

http://miaridge.com/

@mia_out

Find out more: 

Crowdsourcing our Cultural 
Heritage
http://www.ashgate.com/isbn/9781472410221
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In the beginning…



Map Warper (2010 - present) .nypl.org



Map Warper (2010 - present) .nypl.org

Georectification task



Map Warper (2010 - present) .nypl.org



Map Warper (2010 - present) .nypl.org



Map Warper (2010 - present) .nypl.org

Building transcription task



Map Warper (2010 - present) .nypl.org



> 5 thousand maps warped

> 120 thousand buildings transcribed

Progress:

Map Warper (2010 - present) .nypl.org



• transcription bottleneck

• steep learning curve
(most transcription activity through onsite

‘citizen cartography’ workshops or classroom projects)

Challenges:

Map Warper (2010 - present) .nypl.org



What’s on the Menu? (2011-present) .nypl.org



What’s on the Menu? (2011-present) .nypl.org

Transcription task



What’s on the Menu? (2011-present) .nypl.org

Transcription task



What’s on the Menu? (2011-present) .nypl.org

Quality assurance workflow



What’s on the Menu? (2011-present) .nypl.org

• 3-step workflow

• honor system

• very few instances of abuse

Quality assurance:



What’s on the Menu? (2011-present) .nypl.org

Geolocation task



What’s on the Menu? (2011-present) .nypl.org

> 1.3 million transcriptions

> 20 thousand geolocations

Progress:



What’s on the Menu? (2011-present) .nypl.org

Exploration/Discovery



What’s on the Menu? (2011-present) .nypl.org

Open Data / API



What’s on the Menu? (2011-present) .nypl.org

Digital Humanities: Data Curation



What’s on the Menu? (2011-present) .nypl.org

• digitization bottleneck
(capacities + policies)

• staff time and role definitions

Challenges:



What’s on the Menu? (2011-present) .nypl.org

Small repeatable tasks

Success:



Map Warper (2010 - present) .nypl.org

Building transcription task



Map Warper (2010 - present) .nypl.org
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Building transcription task



Map Warper (2010 - present) .nypl.org
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Plus!
Locating place on map to do work
Consulting original map key (printout)

Building transcription task

9

10



Can we break this into smaller pieces?

Question:

Map Warper (2010 - present) .nypl.org



Can we break this into smaller pieces?

And make it fun?

Question:

Map Warper (2010 - present) .nypl.org



Can a computer do any of this?

Also:

Map Warper (2010 - present) .nypl.org



Map Vectorizer (2013) github.com/NYPL/map-vectorizer



Map Vectorizer (2013) github.com/NYPL/map-vectorizer



Map Vectorizer (2013) github.com/NYPL/map-vectorizer

OCR for maps!



Map Vectorizer (2013) github.com/NYPL/map-vectorizer

Quality control?



Building Inspector (2013-present) buildinginspector.nypl.org



Building Inspector (2013-present) buildinginspector.nypl.org

Task 1: Check Footprints



Building Inspector (2013-present) buildinginspector.nypl.org

Task 1: Check Footprints



Building Inspector (2013-present) buildinginspector.nypl.org

Task 2: Fix Footprints



Building Inspector (2013-present) buildinginspector.nypl.org

Task 3: Enter Addresses



Building Inspector (2013-present) buildinginspector.nypl.org

Task 4: Classify Colors



Building Inspector (2013-present) buildinginspector.nypl.org

Responsive design



Building Inspector (2013-present) buildinginspector.nypl.org

Consensus workflow



Building Inspector (2013-present) buildinginspector.nypl.org

Consensus workflow

Check



Building Inspector (2013-present) buildinginspector.nypl.org

Consensus workflow

Check

YES



Building Inspector (2013-present) buildinginspector.nypl.org

Consensus workflow

Check

YES

Address Color



Building Inspector (2013-present) buildinginspector.nypl.org

Consensus workflow

Check

YES FIX

Address Color



Building Inspector (2013-present) buildinginspector.nypl.org

Consensus workflow

Check

YES FIX

Address Color Fix



Building Inspector (2013-present) buildinginspector.nypl.org

Consensus workflow

Check

YES FIX

Address Color Fix



Building Inspector (2013-present) buildinginspector.nypl.org

* Consensus ‘NO’s go to polygon heaven

Check

YES FIX

Address Color Fix

*



> 910 thousand tasks completed

Progress:

Building Inspector (2013-present) buildinginspector.nypl.org



• lack of promotion from NYPL properties

• lack of community architecture
(beyond basic authentication/task tally)

Challenges:

Building Inspector (2013-present) buildinginspector.nypl.org



Building Inspector (2013-present) buildinginspector.nypl.org

Next:
• more layers
• subway mode

Image: The New York Times



In progress:

Scribe
Turn Documents into Data Sets 

NYPL + Zooniverse



buildinginspector.nypl.org

Thank you!

@subsublibrary

@nypl_labs

labs@nypl.org
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Transcription Projects

• Existing projects:

 ‘Ancient Lives’: www.ancientlives.org/

 ‘Old Weather’: www.oldweather.org/

 ‘Notes from Nature’: www.notesfromnature.org/

 ‘Operation War Diary’: www.operationwardiary.org/

• Upcoming Projects:

 ‘Secret Lives of Artists’ with Tate Britain

 ‘Shakespeare’s World’ with Folger 
Shakespeare Library

http://www.ancientlives.org/
http://www.oldweather.org/?ticket=ST-1413728061r75C3F86F55F31E3F1B
http://www.notesfromnature.org/
http://www.operationwardiary.org/


Ancient
Lives







OWD by the numbers:

• Over 1.2 million page views since January

• 10,790 registered users 

• 55,050 comments on Talk, the project 
discussion area

• 1,884 commenting users

• Approximately 61,000 pages ‘completed’ 
i.e. tagged and transcribed by 7 users.





http://wd3.herokuapp.com/pages/AWD0000h3c

http://wd3.herokuapp.com/pages/AWD0000h3c


OWD Goals

• To provide evidence about the 
experiences of named individuals in the 
field diaries and add this to the Imperial 
War Museum’s ‘Lives of the First World 
War’ project: https://livesofthefirstworldwar.org/

• To enrich the National Archives’ 
catalogues

• To gather data for academic research

https://livesofthefirstworldwar.org/


Are we on target?



Like Operation War Diary on Facebook and follow 
on Twitter to stay up to date on new discoveries. 

@OpWarDiary * https://www.facebook.com/OperationWarDiary?ref=hl

https://www.facebook.com/OperationWarDiary?ref=hl


Get Involved:

Look for upcoming tweets 
for further details! 

@crowdconsortium

Comments, questions? 
Let us know! contact@crowdconsortium.org

Join the Crowd (Consortium)!


