
Hi, I’m Alice Sheppard. I’m the Community Manager at UCL ExCiteS; I’m going to be 
focusing on the citizen scientist’s point of view, because that is where I started, ten 
and a half years ago.
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The Galaxy Zoo community almost began by accident. An Oxford PhD student, Kevin 
Schawinski, had 900,000 galaxies to classify. He, colleagues and friends developed 
this very simple interface (different from the one you saw in week 1), but they were 
taken by surprise by how many people signed up. 
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This online forum is no longer in use, as they’ve developed a more integrated tool 
called “Talk”, where perhaps you’ve been able to discuss the galaxies you’ve classified 
in your first practical. However, this first forum was put together hastily, again with 
colleagues and friends. They were receiving 20,000 emails a day with questions about 
the galaxies, so they hoped that people could help each other out. 
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Why do people do this? Not just a few people, but so many? Nowadays there are 
hundreds of citizen science projects and we take that for granted. But it has been a 
surprise.
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A board on the Galaxy Zoo forum asked people directly: what makes Galaxy Zoo 
interesting? It’s a moving place, with some surprisingly personal revelations. A well-
cited paper – in your Additional Reading – was written using this board. The 
researchers categorised things people wrote into variations of the statements above, 
for example “I can look at galaxies that few people have seen before”. Firstly, they 
provided a link to a survey, asking people a little about themselves and asking them 
to choose the sentence they felt was the most important to them.
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The most important statement, for all genders and ages, and by a very large margin, 
was a wish to contribute to science. To me, this demonstrates that almost all the 
public are our colleagues in investigating and hopefully helping the world around us, 
not just passive recipients.
People were also invited to do telephone interviews and offer alternative 
motivations. Some people had heard on the news that one of our forum members 
had got famous through an astronomical object she had found, and wanted to do the 
same. For others, it made them feel part of the future of space exploration and 
humanity, or their escape from a stressful world.
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But what might stop someone from contributing – either by putting them off in the 
first place, or causing them to drop out? I’m not going to go into detail about ones 
that are specific to projects; you’ve had enough personal experience to answer for 
yourselves on this. I’m going to talk instead about people.
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Sometimes, just a person’s equipment or situation may mean they cannot take part. 
To take an obvious example, a disabled person might have difficulty with a 
smartphone app that asks them to record inaccessible places. (That’s not a reason to 
disband such apps, but it is well worth considering things like manual dexterity, if 
your interface has very small buttons or lacks a zoom function.) Citizen science 
projects may assume that all volunteers will have the latest laptop or smartphone 
and an expensive internet connection. 

On the other hand, not being able to get out and about may give someone a lot of 
time for the project, and it may be where they derive their self-esteem. I was one of 
such people.
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It is worth beta-testing your project on older equipment, and see if it uses more 
bandwidth or computer power than it really needs to. I recommend asking your 
friends and family to help, or taking to social media – this will get you right out of the 
university environment. 
We should emphasise that even small contributions are valuable; scoreboards can 
backfire or help with this.
However, I especially recommend maintaining contact with your volunteers. They 
may be able to help each other out, as many people will have the same technical 
support questions. They may also have suggestions for you. While “users are not 
designers”, they have been known to come up with things the scientists do not!
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Education level is a major factor in taking part in citizen science projects. And yet, as 
an aside, I’ve also worked as a teaching assistant and found that the pupils doing well 
academically can be those who are least happy with citizen science. This may be 
because they are used to being able to answer questions correctly. Citizen science 
does not offer that predictability: if we knew the answer, we wouldn’t be asking the 
question. 
Some people may feel they don’t know enough, and others may feel that things are 
being dumbed down! To take an example, people with some astrophysics knowledge 
at Galaxy Zoo asked, “Why don’t you use the Hubble Tuning Fork?” This is a 
traditional system to classify galaxies. It was not used for two reasons: firstly, it was 
not necessary to make people learn it; secondly, we were questioning whether it was 
accurate anyway (and I personally don’t think it is). Your citizen science project is not 
a course with jargon to memorise. When people want to know more, they’ll ask.

(You can look up the Hubble Tuning Fork on Wikipedia. Your own discipline, whatever 
it is, probably has many similar models and names which may or may not be 
necessary for people to learn about in order to take part.)
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We may feel it’s none of our business to worry about our volunteers’ personal lives, 
but it’s worth making space for them to support each other. I have often told 
researchers, “The citizen scientist is alone in a way we are not.” Several times, people 
remarked on the Galaxy Zoo Forum that this is the first place where they have not felt 
lonely. Their scientific interests may have isolated them. (As a trainee science teacher, 
I was told that my interest in science would damage the children’s exam results!) 
They may have felt that their education was inadequate and feel emotional about 
what they have missed before. This may feel as if this is their real life and purpose. 
They can pour their heart into these projects and become overly sensitive about the 
project as a result. And of course personality clashes can occur.

11



We see here a citizen scientist who takes part in Tomnod, which recruits people to 
map areas in which there has been a natural disaster or some other event that has 
caused problems. This participant points out that they, and others, are giving what 
they have to give, and it is “their very beings”. 

As you see, participation in citizen science means a lot to people. It is more than 
simply a donation, like cash for charity. What we are also seeing here is that the 
citizen scientists are just as invested in the results of the project as the top-down 
researcher: they have a common goal. One of the things we owe our volunteers is to 
bring them along with us on every step of the way towards that common goal.
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People want to know how they’re doing. They want to know whether what they’re 
doing is useful. And that is due to a deeper reason why people do citizen science: 
they are interested in the science, and they want the same things as the researcher. 
This is greatly helped through openness and trust. 

How you give feedback depends on the project. Where answers can be checked, then 
this can be done automatically. For others, such as Galaxy Zoo, there really is no 
textbook to check. To not know “the answer” is all right. To never find out what was 
done with your work is very demotivating.
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While it might not be necessary to teach the jargon or mathematical analyses you 
might be using, citizen scientists will reach a point where they want to know a lot 
more about the topic. They go through a learning process just to use the website, and 
they will want to progress. This paper in your Deep Dive reading identified several 
ways in which people learn through doing citizen science. A citizen scientist may go 
from not knowing how to analyse the data to researching the topic and building on 
their new skills by giving public talks and tutorials to other people!

As you’ll see from the galaxy picture, people not only learn to search databases, but 
also have fun. At Galaxy Zoo we also found galaxies that resembled animals and 
letters of the alphabet. There is an important quote in the blog in your Core Reading: 
“If you can get your community to build or create something together, something that 
is bigger than themselves, and, critically, if you can make it fun, you are likely to get 
people engaged.”
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Another Galaxy Zoo phenomenon was the amount of research people did into 
specific astronomical objects and how to find out more about them, resulting in the 
creation of a whole new area of the forum with some quite involved tutorials. We 
created another area all about the papers the zookeepers were publishing to try and 
rewrite them in plain English!

Citizen scientists often really appreciate the opportunity to see science first hand, so 
if you get a chance to talk with them directly, please do. Mark2Cure, a project 
researching rare diseases, remarks that volunteers soon start asking “really hard 
questions”. This, again, might change a volunteer’s life: a new way to learn, with a 
real application, may give them confidence not just in this topic but in others too. It’s 
also useful to see that the scientific process is a lot messier than the media would 
have you believe. Whether citizen science can help people learn what to believe in 
the media about science is another question ….
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You can probably see now why all this has such a huge effect on people. This thread, 
from a high-achieving student, shows how he became aware of his own ignorance –
but turned this into something extremely positive, the beginning of a journey not 
only of far more knowledge but of more respect for other people. He especially 
valued the ability to voice his thoughts and to get feedback on them.
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Essentially, as researchers, we have an ethical responsibility to our volunteers. We do 
not need to change their lives, but we should respect their potential and their needs. 
An ethical standpoint held by the Zooniverse is “Do not waste volunteers’ time.” For 
example, if a project can be automated, then they will use computers to do it. I’m 
going to set you a dilemma now. These images are from Snapshot Serengeti, a project 
imaging animals in central Africa to track migrations and populations. Some images 
do not contain animals. But when they removed these pictures, they found that 
people’s engagement decreased. If not all images contain something interesting, then 
each interesting image matters more. So, should you keep them more interested, or 
should you stick to the principle of not wasting time? If you know that a picture 
doesn’t have an animal in it, should you get rid of it, or should you keep it?
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