
So, how do we actually solve all this? How do we bear in mind this onslaught of 
emotion and depth and need and potential? I’m going to divide this last section into 
two parts: the technical and the communicative. There are a lot of automated 
resources you can build into your project. A very important one is acknowledgement. 
Galaxy Zoo, for example, asks when you join if you wish to be included in an 
authorship list. They can also generate a random sample of names from this list to 
include on the final slide of all their public talks, including talks by volunteers.
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It is possible to program in small platforms for people to help each other right in the 
interface. They can leave their own comments which will be seen later, or the chat 
may be live. You can show people how everyone else has classified their movie or 
protein or galaxy, too. In some cases, such as Galaxy Zoo, where the point is not to 
find a “correct answer”, this can decrease the quality of results by encouraging 
everyone to conform to some average. In other cases, such as EyesOnALZ, where the 
object is to find a specific phenomenon, it is useful training.
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We’re going to end with some tips to engage directly with volunteers, through the 
medium of an online forum where people talk to each other.
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The tone of an online discussion is very quickly picked up. If someone new arrives to 
see that arguments are taking place everywhere, they will probably start out quite 
competitive and defensive. However, if everyone around them says “Welcome to the 
zoo”, this may be a very pleasant surprise. A polite, supportive online discussion will 
be an oasis of peace compared to much of the Internet, and people are quite keen to 
preserve this!
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We saw at the start that it is wise to “expect the unexpected”. Therefore, no matter 
how much thought goes into the creation of an online forum, it may not be exactly 
what is needed; people may for example request particular areas for discussion or 
new tools. 

However, what one volunteer thinks – especially particularly vocal ones – may not be 
shared by others, so just as we saw earlier, we should have such discussions openly as 
part of “common goal setting”.
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We’ve seen how much people want to learn – and they do not like to keep this to 
themselves. They enjoy writing up what they have learned, and as this is likely to be 
written in relatively non-academic language, it may end up being a useful resource. It 
is often extremely moving to see how much trouble someone has taken to 
understand your project and the wider issues around it, and is very well worth 
sharing with other volunteers and on social media if the volunteer is happy with this!
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One more Galaxy Zoo story for you – the story of “Object of the Day”. This is similar 
to Astronomy Picture of the Day, a wonderful website with a gorgeous astronomical 
picture and a caption. The caption may be scientific, fun, a story or some combination 
of the above. Importantly, the Zookeepers would mention who had found the galaxy, 
and any relevant science or project finding about it – how people were classifying it, 
for example.

In the early days, Object of the Day was written by the “zookeepers”, and people said 
it kept them checking the forum every day. But gradually, as the zookeepers got 
busier, the zooites took it over. At first they were closely mentored and fact-checked, 
but then a few of them appointed themselves to do this part too! 
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My main task was to ensure that everybody was happy, and this involved removing 
unsuitable posts. We could not have swearing, for example, which may sound a bit 
excessive in this day and age but it did help us avoid being blacklisted by school filters 
– and it ended up creating a more respectful atmosphere, which almost everyone 
valued.

For me, rather than sticking very rigidly to particular rules, it is better to consider 
consequences. If Person A hints at something dodgy, Person B will ask them to clarify; 
if Person C tells Person D they are stupid, then Person D may either respond angrily or 
be put off and leave. If, however, someone leaves a post which is just smiley faces, 
then nothing bad will happen – even though some forums consider this “spam”. 

If someone does behave badly, do not get in a public row – people will join in, and 
questioning you will become the norm – but “have words” in private. Point them to 
the rules and, if possible, say, “I know this post was well meant / I understand why 
you were annoyed, but the problem is XYZ. Consider yourself unlucky rather than in 
trouble.” 

Above all, do not give someone what they want because they become very 
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aggressive. This will only lead them and witnesses to keep doing that!
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It may come across as a waste of time to have threads dedicated to tea and cats, but 
it’s actually very useful. Science is a very human activity, and we need to be humans, 
laugh and take a break. Friendships and relationships, as well as careers, begin in 
citizen science.

The scenarios of vulnerabilities earlier may have alarmed you, but the solution for 
this is usually easy: a community which has bonded will be full of sympathy! You do 
not have to get involved, and usually people just need a listening ear, some minor 
acknowledgement, or simply the freedom to express themselves.

If something a bit stronger is needed, for example someone seeming to be in danger 
in some way, then it is useful to know who in your community has experience with 
such scenarios – you probably have teachers, healthcare workers, social workers and 
many more who will be able to respond calmly and knowledgeably. Know who your 
volunteers are and what they’re good at ….

Finally, I have made many mistakes. I have got angry when I shouldn’t, I have 
panicked when I shouldn’t, and I have missed important events. But people usually 
forgave me, because they realised how much time I was putting in and that I was 

9



willing to listen and to apologise. 
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