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What is good citizen science, for whom, and why? This question was the focus of a panel debate on 

citizen science at the Open Science Day organized by KU Leuven. Four panellists – Jef Van Laer 

(Scivil), Annelies Duerinckx (Scivil), Huib Huyse (KU Leuven), and Michiel Van Oudheusden (University 

of Cambridge, KU Leuven) – shared their responses to this question, drawing on their roles and 

experiences as initiators, facilitators, evaluators, and researchers of citizen science projects and 

processes. 

Citizen science – broadly understood as the involvement of nonexperts in scientific research or data 

collection – currently attracts considerable public funding in Flanders (Belgium) and other European 

knowledge-driven economies. At some universities, such as KU Leuven, citizen science is increasingly 

accepted and practiced across scientific disciplines. Many scientists see it as an opportunity to 

collect large datasets and have citizens assist them with observations and classifications.  

Citizen science can also be enabling of a more open and transparent research culture that gives 

citizens a greater role in science and technology innovation. These aspirations are central to the EU’s 

science policy of responsible research and innovation (RRI) and help to explain why Flemish 

policymakers are keen to promote citizen science and open science policies in their region. 

As aptly pointed out by moderator Violet Soen (KU Leuven), citizen science did not have an easy 

gestation in Flanders. In 2016, Soen and other members of the Young Academy of Flanders 

published a position paper on citizen science with the aim of raising awareness about citizen science 

among researchers, policymakers, and wider publics. The publication caught the eye of its intended 

audiences, but citizen science had yet to take root in Flemish policy and research circles.  

Institutionalization kicked in with the establishment in 2019 of Scivil, Flanders’ first citizen science 

knowledge centre – represented by two panellists at the table. Soen also referred to the pioneering 

work of Huib Huyse, who in 2016 co-initiated an air pollution measurement campaign in Antwerp 

involving 2,000 citizen scientists. CuriousNoses, as this grassroots campaign was called, later 

morphed into a large-scale citizen science project on air quality covering the whole of Flanders. The 

project had a massive social impact, spurring citizen engagement in the collection and distribution of 

research data. 

With these illustrations and considerations in mind, panellists broached the question What is good 

citizen science? from their perspectives and experiences.  

Scivil members Jef Van Laer and Annelies Duerinckx pointed out how organizing, supporting, and 

evaluating citizen science projects inevitably gives rise to thorny questions, such as: What is citizen 

science? They stressed that it is important to flesh out such questions with stakeholders (funders, 

advisers, scientists) before committing to a course of action. While it is difficult to reconcile the vast 

range of views on the subject, questions and challenges draw attention to the values and theories 

that inform policies and can thus lead to developmental insight. Van Laer touched on one such 

theory when referring to the well-established citizen science pyramid, which depicts different levels 

of civic involvement in science, from contributory (minimal citizen involvement) to co-creation 

(citizens co-define the research aims and approach); and which can be used to evaluate citizen 

science projects and proposals.  

Both Van Laer and Duerinckx stressed that the pyramid provides a useful model to describe the work 

of citizen scientists, but that they are reluctant to use it as an evaluative tool. In Duerinckx’s words: 

https://jongeacademie.be/wp-content/uploads/2016/04/JA_CitizenScience-EN.pdf
https://www.scivil.be/en
https://2018.curieuzeneuzen.be/vlaanderen-2018/in-english/
https://2018.curieuzeneuzen.be/vlaanderen-2018/in-english/
http://www.openscientist.org/2013/01/the-levels-of-citizen-science.html


“Our view is that citizen science comes in shapes and sizes, and we want to stress that they all have 

their own value and purpose. We want to stimulate this variety in approaches and feel that a too 

strict set of rules for citizen science could hamper that.” In this view of citizen science comprising 

many modes, a co-creative approach to citizen science is as valid as crowdsourcing if the approach 

fits the goals and setup of the project. Consequently, Scivil uses scales of participation alongside 

more conventional typologies (see: Image 1). 

Image 1. Scales of participation. 

 

These views resonated with Huib Huyse’s, who professed uneasiness with the citizen science 

pyramid and related classifications – especially when these are used to review citizen science 

projects. Huyse argued that pyramids do more than describe levels of participation; they embed 

normative connotations, such as the notion that co-creation with citizens is intrinsically better than 

delegating power to experts. He also argued that, contrary to the main scope of these classifications, 

participation and empowerment should be understood beyond the boundaries of the research 

process, for example when citizens use the outputs of citizen science projects to approach their local 

government to demand action in an area of concern. He added that it can be difficult for research 

funders and others unacquainted with participatory methods not to read these tools along 

normative lines. The pyramid also simplifies the complexities of participation by drawing tight 

boundaries between participation levels irrespective of the problem under investigation and the 

changing social context.  

Huyse’s considerations can be read as a call for more deliberate reflection on how citizen science is 

theorized, supported, and evaluated; an appeal partially informed by his experiences with 

CuriousNoses, which in contrast to other citizen science projects, did not receive government 

funding.  

In his intervention, Van Oudheusden noted that both Scivil and Huyse approach the challenges of 

citizen science pragmatically, for instance by adjusting methods to fit the demands of the situation. 

He argued that this willingness to deal with challenges thoughtfully and practically bodes well for the 

future of citizen science in Flanders.  

He also threw in a provocation by giving an antagonistic account of participatory science informed 

by the work of Philip Mirowski, an ardent critic of citizen science and open science. He concurred 

with Mirowski that citizen science can end up reinforcing the very state- or industry-sanctioned 

forms of governance it is meant to challenge, while adding that it can equally be empowering and 

rewarding for participants. Rather than viewing citizen science as an essentially flawed process, he 

proposed a more empirical and dynamic view, which takes as its entry point the realities of 

participation “on the ground.” 

https://sciencetechnologystudies.journal.fi/article/view/74404
https://aeon.co/essays/is-grassroots-citizen-science-a-front-for-big-business


In her closing remarks, Soen invited panellists and participants to further reflect on the relationship 

between citizen science and open science. How, for instance, are we to make sense of the principles 

that guide citizen science and open science, such as accountability, transparency, and inclusion? 

How open do we want science to be? What types of data can be shared and what information 

should be kept out of the public domain? Does openness imply that everyone has a right to be 

included in citizen science projects? 

These questions, which are only now beginning to take shape, deserve thoughtful consideration. 

Although developing fruitful responses to them will require time and effort, the process itself can be 

rewarding when stakeholders commit to learning from one another’s citizen and open science 

experiences. The panel marked a first, tentative step towards openly exploring these experiences 

from different angles in ways that bring out both the possibilities and limitations of open citizen 

science. 
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