
 

Case Notes: Turning crowdsourced 
information into evidence trails  
for collection metadata

 

 

Abstract 

Crowdsourcing is becoming increasingly popular in the 

cultural heritage sector as a way to improve and extend 

digital collections while at the same time engaging new 

audiences. A key problem, particularly in crowdsourcing 

efforts that ask participants to contribute complex 

information, is how that information can feed into the 

collection without the risk of compromising professional 

standards. This paper discusses how the problem was 

addressed in the 10 Most Wanted project. It presents 

Case Notes as a mechanism for curators to validate 

contributions and integrate them into an evidence trail 

for newly discovered facts about collection items.  
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Introduction 

One of the key advantages of crowdsourcing is that it 

combines audience engagement with the production of 

useful outcomes. In the context of cultural heritage this 

can translate into sustainable models for maintaining 

and extending collections by delegating some aspects 

of curatorial research to members of the public.  
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A potential downside is that the public usually lacks the 

expert knowledge and skills of professional curators. 

While it has been suggested that crowdsourcing can 

lead to solutions superior in quality and quantity to 

professional efforts [2], there are widespread concerns 

among professionals about data quality. Some of these 

concerns are highlighted in Alexandra Eveleigh's [5] 

discussion of participatory archives:            

"User participation initiatives in archives are haunted by 

a fear that a contributor might be wrong, or that 

descriptive data might be pulled out of archival context, 

and that researchers using collaboratively authored 

resources might somehow swallow all of this without 

question or substantiation." [5]  

From a curator's perspective, data quality and 

verification are critical to avoid compromising quality 

standards for the collection as a whole. Introducing 

invalid data would not only impact on the collection's 

value as a research resource but also undermine the 

institution's authority, which is a distinguishing aspect 

particularly for heritage organisations [8]. Data quality 

is also important from the perspective of volunteers, 

who want to be reassured that the outputs of their 

efforts are useful and academically valid [4]. 

Measures suggested in the literature to improve data 

quality in crowdsourcing projects can be broadly 

grouped into four approaches: 

1. Make the task easier: break down tasks into sub-

tasks and provide higher quality materials [6]  

2. Train/inform volunteers: provide learning materials 

[3] and best practice guidelines [7] 

3. Crowdsource quality control: compare results 

between participants [9] or set clean-up tasks [1]  

4. Professional quality control: curators as gatekeepers 

when integrating content into collections [5].    

10 Most Wanted1 combines several of these approaches 

to ensure contributions meet professional standards. It 

trains volunteers by providing guidance and research 

tips and it encourages participants to critically assess 

each other's findings. The main responsibility of quality 

control rests, however, with professional curators who 

screen contributions and piece together key information 

into an investigative narrative (case notes) evidencing 

newly discovered facts about an collection items. The 

rest of this paper gives an overview of the information 

flow in 10 Most Wanted, discusses various aspects of 

case notes and concludes with a critical review.   

Case Notes 

Case Notes are the product of a complex process 

involving the advertisement of objects and related 

challenges (cases) on the 10 Most Wanted website, the 

promotion, investigation and eventual solution of cases 

taking part on the project's social network channels, 

and the aggregation and curation of contributions into 

archivable and publicly accessible evidence trails for 

discovered facts (Figure 1).  

Besides their overarching purpose to turn crowdsourced 

information into valid collection metadata, case notes 

address several other crowdsourcing related aspects in 

the project:  

 They provide an up-to-date summary of the on-

going investigation so that participants and visitors 

can see progress without the need to search and 

connect individual social media posts. 

                                                 
1 10 Most Wanted is a research project exploring complex game-

based crowdsourcing for collections. See http://10most.org.uk 

http://10most.org.uk/


  

 They record key discoveries in the museum's own 

domain reducing dependency on social networks' 

unpredictable data storage and access practices. 

 They summarise evidence in a museum context by  

relating information to specific questions about 

collection items. 

 They provide a platform to credit contributors for 

their work and thereby help to sustain motivation. 

Case notes provide a well-defined check point for 

curators to assess the quality of contributions and  

construct an evidence trail that meets professional 

standards. They can then be archived once a case is 

solved and linked to from collection metadata in order 

to provide a publicly accessible investigative narrative.  

 

figure 1. Information flow from  social media channels to 

curated case notes evidencing facts about collection items 

Evaluation  

Case notes have been used in 10 Most Wanted for over 

eight months to date, evidencing a wide range of newly 

discovered facts about collection items in a total of 15 

solved cases so far. The process of maintaining case 

notes is well integrated into the workflow of facilitating 

on-going investigations on social networks and meets 

the requirements of curators involved in the project.  

The concept was formatively evaluated in a small-scale 

survey involving 11 curators and other professionals 

working with collections. Results suggest that while 

most respondents agree that 10 Most Wanted is a 

useful approach to engaging people in new ways with 

collections and are comfortable with the way how it 

turns public contributions into formal documentation, 

some respondents have reservations about this aspect. 

While these results are not representative for the 

cultural heritage sector due to the small sample size, 

they indicate that more research is needed on the 

aspect of converting crowdsourced information into 

metadata for   professionally curated collection. 

Summary and conclusions 

This paper discussed data quality as a key problem in 

crowdsourcing efforts where participants contribute 

complex information. It has presented case notes as a 

central mechanism in 10 Most Wanted to validate and 

integrate contributed information into evidence trails, 

while also addressing a range of other aspects relevant 

in a crowdsourcing context. Case notes are being used 

successfully in the 10 Most Wanted project, but there 

were some concerns about the concept in a small-scale 

formative evaluation. The results suggest that a more 

detailed evaluation is required to assess the validity of 

the concept and its acceptance among professionals. 
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