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Abstract:  

 The popularity of crowdsourcing in the GLAM sector has grown substantially since 2010 and it is 

remarked by researchers in the field such as Ridge (2015) and Dunn & Hedges (2017) that the 

communities built out of these crowds demonstrate a significant potential benefit to the sector. What is 

not known is the dynamics of these crowd-to-community transitions and how to sustain the 

development of these communities to better understand those potential benefits. This study addresses 

the primary question of what makes a GLAM crowd into a sustainable crowd community and secondarily 

how does that community benefit the relevant stakeholders involved. Using a grounded theory 

approach to qualitative data analysis, the author conducted a series of surveys and interviews with 

GLAM crowdsourcing project organizers and volunteers and additionally conducted field research 

creating a digital archive with volunteers in charge of the direction and process to be undertaken. By 

applying a Social Learning Theory lens to the relationships between stakeholders, this study concludes 

that the primary factors in community sustainability are a series of social pressures that rely on 

balancing power, control, and engagement between stakeholders. This study provides guidance on the 

impact of volunteer training, compensation, socialization, and engagement with new technology on 

creating a sense of empowerment among community members leading to more sustainable 

engagement. Further, this study also analyses the key role of community management for institutions 

and how they can foster that same sense of empowerment in order to build up more balanced and 

sustainable relationships between themselves and volunteers. These practices will help institutions to 

better understand sustainable communities and the benefits to institutional goals.   
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Introduction  
The popularity of crowdsourcing projects in the Galleries, Libraries, Archives, Museums (GLAM) sector 

starting in the 2010s leads to questions of their sustainability moving forward. While the sustainability of 

the materials and technology used in cultural heritage projects is reasonably well researched,1 the 

question of what happens to the community that carried out the crowdsourced work remains. In their 

2016 work, Dunn & Hedges note the risk that these volunteers will fall out of contact with institutions 

and the wider crowdsourcing world after finishing their participation in a project.2 This represents a 

significant loss to the GLAM sector, as each volunteer-based community developed during a 

crowdsourcing project, represents both a substantial expenditure of resources and an asset for 

expanding the possibilities of future digital development. Moreover, some project managers report that 

potentially valuable investigations into the broader potential of crowdsourcing have been hampered by 

the dissolution of communities after project goals have been met.3 Building in practices that sustain the 

growth and development of digital communities created from these crowdsourcing projects is therefore 

in the best interests of all stakeholders involved. The scope of the research described in this thesis will 

be to identify practices that help to develop more sustainable digital communities from GLAM 

crowdsourcing projects, as well as to identify the potential impact that said communities can have on 

digital cultural heritage strategies.  

This paper is meant to serve in some ways as a practical guide for institutions and communities to follow 

in order to follow a more sustainable method for building digital communities from crowdsourcing. The 

results of the research conducted will not only highlight key areas of investment for sustainability, but 

also what mechanisms are at play in making those investments worthwhile. As such, the questions that 

need to be answered should address those needs of community builders. First and most broadly is the 

question of how to build sustainable communities in crowdsourcing. A straightforward analysis will be 

provided in each chapter of what elements make a community more or less sustainable. Secondly, 

because these communities and institutions are building working relationships between people the 

question of interpersonal relationships is also central. In particular, chapters 5, 6, and 7 deal with the 

question of how the relationship between the public and the institution impacts sustainability but also 

how sustainability impacts those relationships. The process is an ever changing one and the question of 

how these processes of sustainability impact the people involved is crucial for anyone trying to build 

those relationships in order to make a community function. Thirdly, and largely as a result of building to 

the first two questions, it is important to highlight the changing nature of GLAM crowdsourcing in the 

past decade. As will be discussed in the literature review, a great deal of early crowdsourcing focused on 

a top-down, labor-centric approach to crowdsourcing but what was revealed was that the organic 

emergence of digital communities within GLAM crowdsourcing made that approach difficult to support. 

In order to understand the practical elements of sustainability, it will be necessary to explain why exactly 

that initial approach to crowdsourcing itself was unsustainable and why a more democratized approach 

 
1 See National Archives 2016 report on digital sustainability as well as Library of Congress white paper from 2014 
on obsolescence in digital media.  
2 Mark Hedges and Stuart Dunn, Academic Crowdsourcing in the Humanities: Crowds, Communities and Co-
Production, 2018, p 131 
3 Andrea Tanner interview by author, London, December 2016 
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has emerged and exactly how that connects to sustainability. Last, in order to explore the 

meaningfulness of this research and the impact it has on the cultural heritage sector, the question of 

sustainability’s relationship to co-production will be addressed. Crowdsourcing is by its very nature co-

productive but sustainable digital community involvement in crowdsourcing projects has a wide range of 

implications for the sector which need to be addressed in their own chapter. 

 In general, Dunn & Hedges define crowdsourcing as the process of leveraging public participation in or 

contributions to projects and activities.4 In the broadest terms, this definition is accurate, but in the 

context of this thesis there are two key aspects of crowdsourcing that need highlighting: its digital 

nature and the reciprocal relationships that are inherent in the process. A more detailed definition from 

2012 clarifies these points:  

Crowdsourcing is a type of participative online activity in which an individual, an institution, a 

nonprofit organization, or company proposes to a group of individuals of varying knowledge, 

heterogeneity, and number, via a flexible open call, the voluntary undertaking of a task. The 

undertaking of the task; of variable complexity and modularity, and; in which the crowd should 

participate, bringing their work, money, knowledge **[and/or]** experience, always entails 

mutual benefit. The user will receive the satisfaction of a given type of need, be it economic, 

social recognition, self-esteem, or the development of individual skills, while the crowdsourcer 

will obtain and use to their advantage that which the user has brought to the venture, whose 

form will depend on the type of activity undertaken.5 

For the purposes of this study, I will clarify a few more points. While online activities are a major part of 

crowdsourcing projects, it is not necessary for a project to be exclusively online for it to be defined as 

being crowdsourcing. Blended approaches to volunteering that involve some local work and distance 

work, as well as a mix of analogue and digital activities, still fit the definition of leveraging public 

participation. The ‘flexible open call’ in these cases is more important to the overall definition, as it 

distinguishes crowdsourcing from other types of volunteering by not requiring users to be physically 

present for all aspects of the project. This allows for that flexibility mentioned and opens the process up 

to a wider ‘crowd’ rather than a few interested parties who are locally available. In this thesis, 

consideration will be restricted to crowdsourcing projects related to GLAM institutions, without 

limitations on their size, funding methods, or age. The majority of these institutions are from either the 

UK or the USA, with some additional English language institutions located in other parts of the world.  

To understand what characterises crowdsourcing, it is also helpful to consider briefly the benefits that 

volunteers gain from participation (a topic that will be explored extensively in Chapter 3 as well as 

elsewhere in this thesis), benefits that are diverse in their type, impact, and method of receipt. In brief, 

GLAM crowdsourcing can be defined as leveraging public participation in GLAM projects that have an 

online component. Further, GLAM crowdsourcing can be characterised as involving an exchange, in 

 
4 Mark Hedges and Stuart Dunn, Academic Crowdsourcing in the Humanities: Crowds, Communities and Co-
Production, 2018, p 1 
5 Enrique Estellés-Arolas and Fernando González-Ladrón-de-Guevara, ‘Towards an Integrated Crowdsourcing 
Definition’, Journal of Information Science 38, no. 2 (1 April 2012): 189–200, 
https://doi.org/10.1177/0165551512437638. 

https://doi.org/10.1177/0165551512437638
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which volunteers contribute their skills and actions towards project goals while in return receiving 

personal benefit of some kind from the process. 

Dunn & Hedges note that, as a result of losing skilled volunteers after a project’s end, some institutions 

began to invest in paid community developers whose main task was to curate and maintain these 

groups of volunteers.6 Such an approach may be difficult for  many institutions to undertake however, as 

even large ones such as UCL have noted that the costs associated with crowdsourcing projects are 

already higher than expected, even without investing in such roles.7 In a period of perpetual funding 

issues for the GLAM sector, the financial investment in terms of personnel and digital infrastructure can 

be difficult to secure. If an organisation simply wants to complete a single project, the loss of the 

volunteer community does not necessarily represent a financial loss, but if an institution wants to 

pursue multiple crowdsourcing projects the repeated investment required will diminish their capability 

to do so. Further, the potential for volunteer development, either in terms of skills or additional 

research interests, is hindered by the time constraints of short-term projects. The situation is further 

complicated when we consider community-based projects such as Old Weather, which changed and 

grew over time without the input of a community developer.  

If investment in building digital communities from crowdsourcing projects is important, then defining 

their parameters is as well. The difference between a crowd and a community is rooted in the organic 

nature of the development of communities. Here again, Hedges & Dunn point to a wide variety of digital 

communities that sprang forth from crowdsourcing projects, driven by a mix of enthusiasm for the topic 

of a project and interest in learning and growing from participation.8 The aforementioned Old Weather 

is just one example, albeit a prominent one, but there are a number of other examples dating back to at 

least 2001. One such case, the Historic Hospital Admissions Records Project (HHARP), was led by 

archivist Andrea Tanner. She noted that the tightly-knit group of ten volunteers on that project all 

shared a love of history, but they also wanted to pursue a career in cultural heritage or were keen to 

give back to their local communities in a way that had meaning for them.9 Here again Dunn & Hedges 

clarify these varied interests, dividing them into two major categories: intrinsic, or fulfilment from the 

activity itself, and extrinsic, or fulfilment through an outcome other than the activity itself.10 The HHARP 

community is therefore largely shaped by a shared passion for the topic (intrinsic) but also through the 

opportunities that participation can provide (extrinsic). Further we can see that the intrinsic motivations 

of the HHARP volunteers are largely enjoyment-based11, though Tanner notes that relationships were 

formed particularly around annual gatherings.12 In terms of extrinsic motivations, Hedges & Dunn 

 
6 Mark Hedges and Stuart Dunn, Academic Crowdsourcing in the Humanities: Crowds, Communities and Co-
Production, 2018, p. 131 
7 Tim Causer, Justin Tonra, and Valerie Wallace, ‘Transcription Maximized; Expense Minimized? Crowdsourcing and 
Editing The Collected Works of Jeremy Bentham’, Literary and Linguistic Computing 27, no. 2 (6 January 2012): 
119–37, https://doi.org/10.1093/llc/fqs004. 
8 Hedges and Dunn, Academic Crowdsourcing in the Humanities. 
9 Andrea Tanner interview by author, London, December 2016 
10 Hedges and Dunn, Academic Crowdsourcing in the Humanities, p. 87 
11 From Dunn & Hedges: “Enjoyment-based motivations are those that relate to the potential for personal 
enjoyment felt by a participant as the result of the activity, whether this arises through the opportunity to use 
certain skills, to gain a sense of achievement or simply to relieve boredom” p. 88 
12 Andrea Tanner interview by author, London, December 2016 
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remark on the indirect or nonmaterial nature of compensation in the humanities. Of their subcategories, 

the pursuit for further education or employment would be a “delayed payoff.”13 The interview and 

survey data informing this thesis would suggest that intrinsic motivations are common to participants 

from all the communities studied while extrinsic motivations appear less frequently. These motivations 

will be discussed in more detail in Chapter 1 where they help to inform the concepts of community and 

sustainability.  

When considering the sustainability of communities like HHARP’s, there are several metrics that could 

be applied. The most obvious metric would be the longevity of group participation in terms of mean or 

median participation length (in years) across individuals. This metric is relevant because a group that 

continues to work together on projects for many years would likely continue to do so until an outside 

force intervened. However, this is example of a potential outcome of creating a sustainable community 

rather than a good definition of what makes a community sustainable. Sustainability can be better 

understood by the processes that results in a community that continues to work together for many 

years.  Given the significance of sustainability to the project(s) examined in this study, a working 

understanding of sustainability needs to be established so that it is clear what is being measured. In the 

first chapter, I will explore different models of sustainability, including ones arising from complexity 

theory, social learning theory, and resilience theory, and use these as a basis for defining a model of 

sustainability appropriate to digital communities that arise in the context of crowdsourcing projects. 

These theories will draw from corporate, environmental, and pedagogical models, with a focus on the 

complexity of interactions between humans operating in a social and institutional framework. The 

resulting model will address the mechanisms behind the longevity question and better represent the 

other elements that demonstrate community sustainability.  

The role of the institution in the sustainability of digital communities is poorly understood. The newness 

of crowdsourcing makes defining the relationships between stakeholders difficult. The most difficult 

areas to identify are what responsibilities an institution has in building/maintaining relationships with 

digital volunteers and what kind of infrastructure is needed to make those relationships sustainable.19 

One example noted by Ridge is the difficulties associated with fixed-term projects and what to do when 

there is no more work to be given to a community established by a project. Whereas traditional 

volunteer work was focused on meeting a project’s pre-defined goals, the openness of crowd-based 

projects makes the often-abrupt termination of work problematic.20 Typically, volunteers are motivated 

to do the work associated with a project and it is in those semi-professional spaces that engagement 

between institutional stakeholders and volunteers occurs. Once the work is finished, there is less 

motivation for volunteers to continue to engage with the institution and there is in many cases no 

reason for the institution to spend more time and resources engaging with the volunteers. A community 

developed in such a context is inherently unsustainable, as the cessation of engagement is disruptive to 

the cohesion if not the outright existence of the community.  Ridge argues that, when exploring 

crowdsourcing projects, institutions must think in terms of different goals than a simple finished website 

or singular product, because these do not take advantage of the strengths of developing community. 

Additionally, Ford points to a sense of belonging as a universal goal for community development, that 

 
13 Hedges and Dunn, Academic Crowdsourcing in the Humanities, p. 88 
19 Mia Ridge, Crowdsourcing Our Cultural Heritage.p 7. 
20 Ibid 
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making visitors or volunteers into ‘members’ will serve a wide range of long-term goals for any 

institution.21Therefore, when it comes to crowdsourcing it is essential not just to examine the goals of 

the institution, but also to consider the structure, branding, and ongoing relationship with the institution 

of these digital communities in order to address their sustainability.  

While an upskilled volunteer force provides valuable labor to an institution, this model is very limited in 

its scope and applicability. For one, the costs associated with crowdsourcing can be prohibitive, at least 

in the short term, due to the costs associated with professional personnel, training, and IT 

infrastructure. For example, the Bentham project at UCL reported that the initial phase of the project 

could have been completed much faster and for less money if they had instead hired two full-time 

workers to carry out the transcription.22 While later on the costs became manageable, it is important to 

note that UCL is a large institution with a variety of funding options that allowed the Bentham project to 

continue to explore the possibilities of crowdsourcing subsequent to the initial cost issue, which might 

have ended investment altogether at other institutions. One project examined for this thesis, The 

Museum of East Anglian Life’s 2018 digital volunteering project, funded by the National Lottery, 

encountered this exact issue. They saw that a focus on crowdsourcing drained volunteers from other 

activities and required extra administrative duties for staff associated with the project.23 Once the 

Lottery funding has ended the future of their crowdsourcing project is uncertain as of this writing.  

Beyond the cost to institutions, several surveys of crowdsourcing communities revealed a dissatisfaction 

with the limitations of the work being offered by many projects.24 At the same time, interview subjects 

have reported that there is a tension with professionals in the GLAM sector who do not want to expand 

the types of work being done by crowd communities because it may threaten the ‘professionalism of 

the industry.’25 Thus, these professionals see volunteers in general as a cheap source of labor for work 

they do not want (or have the resources) to do themselves. All these factors threatened the “cheap 

labor” model of crowd participation that was so appealing to some institutions when crowdsourcing 

became popular in the early 2010s.26 There are also serious ethical issues raised by considering digital 

communities as an inexpensive labor force in the GLAM sector; there are limits on how much can be 

asked of volunteer workers, and the line between exploitation and community engagement is a fine 

one. In brief, the ethical considerations in GLAM crowdsourcing involve the “dynamics of the 

relationships among project participants and organizers, and the equity with which the benefits arising 

are distributed among the different stakeholders.”27 That dynamic is rooted in an equitable exchange of 

labor for non-monetary benefits such as open access to resources, skills building, or a wide range of 

intangible benefits gained by participants. As will be discussed in detail in Chapters 3 & 6, the violation 

of that equitable relationship, that is to say to transgress and receive labor without providing agreeable 

benefits for volunteers, is negatively tied to community sustainability. Managing the relationships 

 
21 Paul Ford, ed. Mia Ridge, Crowdsourcing our Cultural Heritage. P 274 
22 Tim Causer and Valerie Wallace, ‘Building A Volunteer Community: Results and Findings from Transcribe 
Bentham’ 6, no. 2 (2012), http://www.digitalhumanities.org/dhq/vol/6/2/000125/000125.html. 
23 Caitlin Peck, interview by author, London September 2017  
24 Bentham, HHARP, NARA, etc.   
25 ibid 
26 Mia Ridge, Dunn & Hedges all see this time as when the concept became more mainstream and appealing to 
institutions  
27 Hedges and Dunn, p 125 
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between stakeholders is an essential component of community sustainability.  This leads us to consider 

alternatives to the ‘crowd as unpaid labor’ approach because it is limited in the way it perceives the 

power dynamic between stakeholders and ignores the value that institutions can provide for volunteers 

as well. Alternatives to this model will be discussed in detail in Chapter 6.   

One method of challenging the labor value model is to explore a more holistic approach to upskilling 

that benefits both volunteers and institutions, while also helping crowds to become communities. The 

commitment of 10.1 million GBP from the National Lottery in 2017 to developing skills in the GLAM 

sector28 demonstrates a growing demand for both new workers and new skills in the industry. This 

investment has continued into 2021 as the Skills for the Future programme funded by the British 

Museum which hopes to broaden the digital skills of the UK’s GLAM workforce over a five year period.29  

At the heart of this programme, and similar training programs from groups like Historic England30 and 

the Tate Britain31, is an investment in skilled labor that is intended to have a lasting impact. Examining 

how these programs train and maintain their workers may highlight a key link between investment in 

certain types of upskilling and sustainable contributions from participants. The increased demand for 

digital skills in GLAM professionals correlates to the increase in demand for crowdsourcing contributions 

to digital projects. Observations on the approaches to upskilling in both cases help to understand the 

kinds of investments in upskilling volunteers that institutions need to make in order to complement the 

growth of skills in their workforce effectively. Further, the approaches to upskilling professionals in the 

GLAM sector could reveal what kind of training is most relevant for volunteers and how failing to keep 

pace might impact community sustainability. This relationship between upskilling and investment will be 

the subject of Chapter 3. Beyond the immediate impact on upskilling, this investment in a digital skills 

future being made in the UK impacts the mindset of the people who will likely be project managers in 

the next five to ten years. In the final chapter I will explore the relationship between sustainable 

community practices and this potential shift towards a ‘digital first’ approach in the GLAM sector.  

My motivation for undertaking this research is rooted in my professional background as well as a 

personal interest in finding new ways for the cultural heritage sector to improve quality of life in the 

public. Starting with my time at NARA I’ve always wanted to bridge the gap between academia and 

public facing cultural heritage. I see the potential of communities taking the lead in determining what 

historical work gets done as the way forward to a better understanding of history. What the public tends 

to lack is both access to resources and essential skills to harness their passion, experience, and 

perspective. Crowdsourcing seems like a way to connect the resources and training to the people who 

can do the most valuable work. I came to this conclusion in my time at Stevenson University where I was 

able to work with a group of students with no heritage background and within the span of six weeks get 

them up to speed on how to design a digital exhibit using the open-source toolset Omeka. The finished 

product had interest from a museum in Maryland to be included in their aerial photography digital 

 
28 Main image: Young trainees at Boston Lodge Works locomotive and Carriage Workshop, ‘HLF to Invest £10.1m in 
Skills for the Future’, Museums + Heritage Advisor, 13 March 2017, 
https://advisor.museumsandheritage.com/news/hlf-invest-10-1m-skills-future/. 
29‘Museum Futures’, Museum Futures, accessed 30 June 2021, https://www.museumfutures.co.uk. 
30 ‘Apprenticeships in the Heritage Sector | Historic England’, accessed 30 June 2021, 
https://historicengland.org.uk/services-skills/training-skills/work-based-training/heritage-apprenticeships/. 
31 Adrian Glew, interview by author, London May 3, 2019 



9 
 
 

 

exhibit. This led me to conclude there was something about collaborative work between the uninitiated 

and the institution. 

I came to community sustainability because there already existed work by people like Mia Ridge which 

clearly made the case for the impact of the crowd on institutions and how they can build something 

greater than a free labor model. I noticed though there was not much at all being said about the impact 

of the institution on the crowd and on systems that sought to continue working with crowds beyond 

initial project goals. I had specifically done my work at Stevenson with a mind towards building upon 

that initial group work through the department and giving students something tangible they could 

reference in the future. After talking to Mark Hedges about what we both thought the next five years 

would look like for crowdsourcing, I determined that this issue of community building, sustainability, 

and community led production were intertwined with the institutional framework of upskilling, 

development, and above all else public engagement. Therefore, in order to meet my overall goal of 

finding ways to bridge the gap between the public and institutions, I saw sustainable communities in a 

crowdsourcing context as a potential way to empower the public to take the lead on what digital 

cultural heritage would focus on in the coming decade.  

One of the questions that will be explored is how these elements of leadership and mentor-based 

upskilling affect the analysis of two-way communication that Dunn & Hedges refer to as ‘the 

democratization’ of work.32 I posit that this can be expressed in three ways. First is the potential of the 

community providing direction to the institution, as evidenced by the field research conducted for this 

thesis, and how this relationship of the institution taking the lead can be reversed. Second is the 

potential for communities to break free from the mission handed down by an institution, as evidenced 

by the sprawling work of the Old Weather project community. The initial call for volunteers was 

intended to transcribe 19th century weather observations, but the remit of the work was extended by 

the community itself to include logs of daily life and other historical elements of the materials.33 The 

institution in this case adapted the project to fit the interests of the group. Lastly there are community 

based digital projects and collections like  the Canadian LGBTQ+ Archives which are created entirely out 

of a crowdsourced community and later formed an institution as a result.34 These three approaches to 

democratization will help to better understand the broad applicability of sustainable communities as I 

will look to analyze the specific impact that sustainable practices has on real world use cases. The overall 

objectives of this research will be to identify those practices which help to develop more sustainable 

digital communities from GLAM crowdsourcing projects, as well as to identify the potential impact that 

said communities can have on digital cultural heritage strategies. The major questions to address are: 

What would motivate volunteers to join and remain a part of a digital community working in the GLAM 

sector? What factors threaten the reliable cohesion of a community where the membership is likely to 

be in flux? Can an ongoing community consistently meet the quality standards expected of the sector? 

How does the relationship between the community and institution change as the needs and directions 

of either change? What responsibilities do the various stakeholders have to help meet the goals set 

 
32 Hedges and Dunn, p 69 
33 Mia Ridge, Crowdsourcing Our Cultural Heritage p 52 
34 Diana K. Wakimoto, Christine Bruce, and Helen Partridge, ‘Archivist as Activist: Lessons from Three Queer 
Community Archives in California’, Archival Science 13, no. 4 (1 December 2013): 293–316, 
https://doi.org/10.1007/s10502-013-9201-1. 
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forth by other stakeholders? If a cohort is given more independence and responsibility, what are the 

limitations of their output? What models of production are best supported by a sustainable community 

built upon a relationship between volunteers and institutional actors?  

The structure of the thesis will begin by establishing those practices which contribute to sustainability 

and then more generally focus on the impact of sustainable communities. First, it will be necessary to 

provide a detailed definition of the concepts of “community” and “sustainability.” Both terms have wide 

applicability across many disciplines and are difficult to apply to the digital GLAM sector without 

narrowing their meaning. The next few chapters will look at the role that institutions play in developing 

sustainable communities. First, there is the critical role of the community manager and the different 

approaches that institutions can take to management. Next, a look at the recruitment process and the 

impact this has on the types of communities that form and how each type impacts sustainability. This 

will be followed by an analysis of the types of investment institutions can make into community 

members, especially with regards to education, that have the most impact on sustainability. The next 

section will look at issues which have a neutral or negative impact on sustainability such as attempts to 

foster socializing as well as endemic threats to the GLAM sector. The focus will be on those places where 

resources are wasted or where institutions and communities both can endanger their continued 

relationship. The last chapter will look at the impact of these sustainable practices on the questions of 

leadership and direction in the digital GLAM space. The potential for more community directed projects 

both represents a potential outcome of sustainability as well as an influence on the sustainability of any 

given community. In the conclusion, the topic of COVID-19 will be addressed as it put many of the ideas 

covered by this research to the test in real-world scenarios.  
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Chapter 2: Literature Review 
 There is currently very little research into the sustainability of digital communities that are 

attached to crowdsourcing. As a consequence, it is important to investigate the research that focuses on 

some of the elements that may develop community, sustain community, and help that community to 

function creatively outside of the limitations of crowdsourcing communities. As the introduction noted, 

the relationship between crowdsourcing volunteers and community is undeniable. There is some 

element or elements of the crowdsourcing experience that often fosters the growth of community. 

While the mechanism is unclear, Dunn & Hedges attribute this to an organic part of the collaborative 

experience.35 Ridge argues that the increasing emphasis on social engagement and social media may be 

part of the reason for the frequency of emergent communities.36 Given this connection, this research 

will focus on those communities which emerge from crowdsourcing projects. As such, the literature 

surrounding crowdsourcing’s connection to community building was the first place to look for 

background information. Additionally, beginning to look at the social definitions of sustainability in 

groups of people will help to inform Chapter 4 where the definition of community sustainability will be 

established.  While there is little research into digital community sustainability, research that addresses 

the sustainability of GLAM-based digital projects has valuable insights into community development.  

In addition, given the prominence of upskilling among the reasons given by interview subjects for this 

study as a reason they participate in crowdsourcing communities, as well as the question of how 

upskilling relates to both sustainability and co-production, it is important to look at frameworks for 

education outside of schools or other traditional institutions in order to understand how best to 

approach training and upskilling projects. Due to the fact that the subjects of this study have been 

almost exclusively adults,37 research carried out to understand how adult learners in continuing 

education operate outside of school can also provide some insight into what institutions need to do to 

keep their communities engaged and productive.  

Finally, research carried out on how amateur volunteers can become co-producers in digital 

communities will provide a model for the later chapters of this thesis, when the question of the 

relationship between sustainability and increased potential for volunteers to lead projects is discussed. 

These areas of research should help to establish what questions need to be asked to make digital 

communities sustainable.  

2.1 Literature on participatory approaches in cultural heritage  
When performing a literature search on participatory approaches in cultural heritage, there is a strong 

body of literature on the value of volunteers from a particular community being involved in physical 

restoration of objects and buildings. Journals with a relevant focus to this study, such as Sustainability, 

focus on the role that people who have a personal connection to a physical space can play in ensuring 

 
35 Mark Hedges and Stuart Dunn, Academic Crowdsourcing in the Humanities: Crowds, Communities and Co-
Production, 2018.p 99. 
36 Mia Ridge, Crowdsourcing Our Cultural Heritage (Ashgate Publishing, Ltd., 2014). p4. 
37 Some of the volunteers surveyed during the field research at St. Dunstan’s College were students at the school 
aged 16 or older.  
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the sustainable preservation of these places.38 When specifically looking at the connection between 

community development and cultural heritage, again the focus is on those individuals who have a 

physical proximity to the heritage being worked with.39 While the relevance of locality is a major subject 

for Chapter 4 of this paper, one of the key aspects of crowdsourcing and digital community building in 

the heritage sector is that there is no need for local exclusivity in order to generate participatory 

engagement. The crowd can come from anywhere and participate to any degree they see fit. A cursory 

search of the literature regarding participatory approaches in cultural heritage reveals that one in three 

results overlap with environmental sciences and carry forward this connection of place and 

participation.  

When considering specifically digital participatory approaches to cultural heritage, that connection to 

place still factors in heavily. Some topics cover the same issues mentioned in the previous paragraph but 

instead of local communities helping to restore physical structures, the call for participation from the 

local community is to help provide data for 3D reconstructions of those buildings.40 Others focus on how 

creating digital cultural heritage must start from a locality specific perspective in order to generate 

participation. Essentially, the argument being a museum in a city looking to engage digitally with people 

from that city should create objects about that city.41 The commonality when looking through this 

literature is the appearance of localities and geo-specific terminology in the research matter. Articles 

and books cover ‘European digital heritage’ or participation for ‘Egyptian Bedouins’ or ‘designing 

dialogic sites of engagement’ all with a focus on a place. The sense is that building community 

necessitates a high bar of familiarity with the physical location or the objects involved in the heritage 

project. There exists little room to explore the curiosity for the unknown nor the attachment to the 

process or the people involved in the project itself.   

Policy wise, there is some recognition that the public has a participatory role in digital heritage by way  

of a ‘bottom-up’ approach to curation. The EU policy for cultural heritage explicitly refers to heritage as 

a ‘common responsibility’ and has called for an ‘integration’ of the public into cultural heritage curation 

and project execution since 2014.42 Part of making that process happen has been the REACH project 

which seeks to re-design cultural heritage for wider participation in the process. They see the public’s 

role as, “aiming to give voice to those histories previously rendered invisible, or only partially visible, by 

a received notion of History.”43 In 2015, the International Centre for the Study of the Preservation and 

 
38 Gravagnuolo, Antonia, Serena Micheletti, and Martina Bosone. “A Participatory Approach for ‘Circular’ Adaptive 
Reuse of Cultural Heritage. Building a Heritage Community in Salerno, Italy.” Sustainability (Basel, Switzerland) 13, 
no. 9 (2021): 4812–. 
39 “Community-Based Participatory Approach in Cultural Heritage Reconstruction: A Case Study of Kasthamandap.” 
Progress in disaster science 10 (2021): 100153–. 
40 Münster, Sander., Mieke. Pfarr-Harfst, Piotr. Kuroczyński, and Marinos Ioannides. 3D Research Challenges in 
Cultural Heritage II How to Manage Data and Knowledge Related to Interpretative Digital 3D Reconstructions of 
Cultural Heritage. Cham: Springer International Publishing, 2016. 
41 Szabo, Victoria, Stefania Zardini Lacedelli, and Giacomo Pompanin. “From Landscape to Cities: A Participatory 
Approach to the Creation of Digital Cultural Heritage.” The International information & library review 49, no. 2 
(2017): 115–123. 
42 ‘Participatory Governance | Culture and Creativity’, accessed 21 March 2023, 
https://culture.ec.europa.eu/node/215. 
43 ‘Participatory Approaches’, accessed 21 March 2023, https://www.reach-culture.eu/final-
recommendations/partecipatory-approaches. 

https://culture.ec.europa.eu/node/215
https://www.reach-culture.eu/final-recommendations/partecipatory-approaches
https://www.reach-culture.eu/final-recommendations/partecipatory-approaches
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Restoration of Cultural Property (ICCROM) published a guidance document about participatory heritage 

practices. Their official recommendation was that all cultural heritage management should be carried 

out through a ‘community participation process.’44 While there has been some success with this 

guidance in identifying the significance of engaging communities and developing best practices for 

participatory methods45 there is little actionable material to rely on. From a policy standpoint, much of 

the international community supports the idea of participatory contributions to cultural heritage, but 

they do not give institutions a clear idea of what exactly that means or how to achieve those ends.  

In those instances where the discussion around participatory approaches comes closest to the topic of 

crowds and digital communities, those two concepts are treated more as after thoughts than principle 

points for participation. In a 2021 survey of the European Network of Cultural Administration Training 

Centers a great deal of emphasis was placed on ‘co-creative heritage governance types‘ through the lens 

of governmental and corporatist led actions.46 The words ‘crowd’ and ‘community’ do not appear in the 

article at all. The approach is a fully top-down led ‘co-creative’ process. When a study does look for 

crowd based participatory approaches to European heritage projects the emphasis is on crowdfunding 

rather than crowdsourcing. While interesting work has been done on understanding the sustainability of 

this approach, the level of participation from the crowd and community is one of donor not co-creative 

stakeholder.47 The recurring phrase that is most often used to connect research on participatory 

approaches to crowdsourcing is “dialogical engagement.” The meaning of that phrase can shift but it 

largely focuses on how the institution can engage the public in a broader discussion rather than a purely 

co-creative participatory approach. One example looked at UK museums and the ways in which 

museums can design ‘experiences that are meaningful and rewarding’ but the onus for designing these 

experiences falls exclusively on the institutional side, not as a joint effort of participatory design.48 In 

another instance of dialogical engagement, researchers looked at the ways that Digital Natives can be 

tapped to provide feedback and discussion of digital cultural heritage projects. That feedback can then 

be integrated into future project designs in order to maximize impact for future audiences.49 In this way 

the crowd does not so much function as part of the cultural heritage curation and design process but 

rather as a kind of test audience for the efficacy of a particular digital project. In each of these examples, 

the public’s role as participator in the cultural heritage process is secondary and almost exclusively for 

the purpose of furthering the ‘real’ work being done inside the institution.  

 
44 ‘People-Centred Approaches to the Conservation of Cultural Heritage: Living Heritage | ICCROM’, 10 April 2015, 
https://www.iccrom.org/publication/people-centred-approaches-conservation-cultural-heritage-living-heritage. 
45Ji Li et al., ‘Community Participation in Cultural Heritage Management: A Systematic Literature Review Comparing 
Chinese and International Practices’, Cities 96 (1 January 2020): 102476.  
46 Sokka, S., Badia, F., Kangas, A., & Donato, F. (2021). Governance of cultural heritage : towards participatory 
approaches. European Journal of Cultural Management and Policy, 11(1), 4-19. 
47 Daniela Angelina Jelinčić and Marta Šveb, ‘Financial Sustainability of Cultural Heritage: A Review of 
Crowdfunding in Europe’, Journal of Risk and Financial Management 14, no. 3 (March 2021): 101. 
48 Vermeeren, Arnold., Licia. Calvi, and Amalia. Sabiescu. Museum Experience Design Crowds, Ecosystems and 
Novel Technologies. Edited by Arnold. Vermeeren, Licia. Calvi, and Amalia. Sabiescu. 1st ed. 2018. Cham: Springer 
International Publishing, 2018. 
49 Smith, Rachel Charlotte, and Ole Sejer Iversen. “Participatory Heritage Innovation: Designing Dialogic Sites of 
Engagement.” Digital creativity (Exeter) 25, no. 3 (2014): 255–268. 
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In surveying the literature on participatory approaches in cultural heritage it becomes clear that the 

entire sector has come to recognize the value of the public to the future of heritage. However, the scope 

of that engagement is very limited either by the geographical biases of the institutions involved, or the 

insistence of the primacy of the institution in the design and execution of cultural heritage projects. The 

level of participation therefore is as a resource for institutions to leverage rather than as equal partners 

in the creation of heritage projects or the preservation of heritage generally speaking. While the policies 

on the international level signal the importance of bringing the wider public into the curatorial and 

preservation spaces, the lack of guidance on how to do so has left institutions to decide that this process 

should put their needs first and leave the public at a distance in the decision making process.  

2.2 Literature related to Crowdsourcing in the GLAM Sector 

One of the first dedicated texts to crowdsourcing in the cultural heritage sector is a selection of essays 

edited by Mia Ridge in 2014 called “Crowdsourcing our Cultural Heritage.” When we look at Ridge et. 

al’s works a few themes emerge. One is that crowdsourcing raises ethical issues about using volunteers 

as labor in cultural heritage.50 The issue here is whether it is unethical to rely on unpaid work to manage 

large scale projects and particularly if institutions view crowds as a labor force should they then consider 

compensation in order to be ethical? Secondly, several authors establish clear evidence that crowd 

volunteers not only receive educational benefits from participation51 but they also seek that out as a 

reason to participate in the first place.52 Across almost all of the articles, another theme emerges of a 

sincere desire to develop meaningful relationships with volunteers and to build communities from 

crowd projects. Ridge herself also notes in the introduction that there is a sense of the potential of 

crowds to become focal points for community based projects being limitless.53 

However, Ridge et al don’t seem to provide any solutions to these themes. There’s not much in the way 

of addressing the ethical issue aside from not asking too much from volunteers. There is interest in 

working with pedagogy to seek more benefits for volunteers but no papers from these authors on the 

subject have emerged since 2014. The theme of community and its potential is more like what the 

authors wish for rather than provide concrete examples of how to move forward in that direction. Two 

years later, Dunn & Hedges do address the theme of community in their work “Academic Crowdsourcing 

in the Humanities.” They do a lot to understand what is meant by community and what kind of 

relationships form between volunteers and institutions. Again, they continue to leave the question of 

the future potential as something of a desire to see further research done on rather than tackle the 

issue in their book. It is in their chapter on the future of crowdsourcing that led me to the question of 

sustainability. Dunn & Hedges establish that community forms organically in these crowdsourcing 

 
50 Trevor Owens. Ed. Mia Ridge, Crowdsourcing Our Cultural Heritage, “Making Crowdsourcing Compatible with the 
Missions and Values of Cultural Heritage Organisations.” (Routledge, 2016). P 269 
51 Lyn Lewis Dafis, Lorgna M. Hughes, and Rhian James. Ed. Mia Ridge, Crowdsourcing Our Cultural Heritage, 
“What’s Welsh for ‘Crowdsourcing?’ Citizen Science and Community Engagement at the National Library of Wales.” 
(Routledge, 2016). P 139 
52 Stuart Dunn and Mark Hedges, Ed. Mia Ridge, Crowdsourcing Our Cultural Heritage, “How the Crowd can 
Surprise Us: Humanities Crowdsourcing and the Creation of Knowledge.” (Routledge, 2016). P 231 
53 Mia Ridge, Crowdsourcing Our Cultural Heritage, (Routledge, 2016). P 10 
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projects but they question whether that community development is sustainable and how it might be 

made more so through institutional action.54 

In an attempt to understand the world outside of traditional institutions, I looked to works on Wikipedia 

volunteers as a community and how the individual fits into the larger context. However, the research on 

Wikis in general pointed to an understanding of the volunteer as a singular agent, influenced by 

community pressures but not seeking a sustained community system to be part of. One of the 

arguments for this lack of connection is the idea that Wikipedia is a geographically widespread system 

that nevertheless clusters into smaller geographic groupings. Editors on articles from a place such as 

London for example, tend to be from London and already are engaged in other community activities in 

the area; therefore they do not need to find related digital community.55 This assertion was furthered by 

the Vienna History Wiki project which found there was a lack of interest from the people of Vienna in 

generating articles about the place that they spent their everyday lives in.56 Another argument put 

forward was that Wikipedia contributors see the Wikipedia model as being one without a centralized 

organization therefore they choose not to form central organizational bodies. The idea of a recurring 

community is in some ways anathema to the concept of a worldwide collective of small contributions.57 

Despite these assertions that Wikipedia contributors are singular actors Iriberri and Leroy put together a 

comprehensive understanding of how online communities do form, and remain successful, in those 

circumstances. They assert that these types of online communities grow and mature in a non-linear 

fashion which can make it difficult to determine when exactly they change from individuals contributing 

alongside one another to actual communities.58 One easy distinction and common in Wikipedia though 

is when “super contributors” emerge and begin to take on a leadership role, some both Iriberri and 

Leroy note but is also found in Li et.al.59 In this way the trend of Wikipedia communities tends to be a 

loose collaboration until leadership emerges from the group and then functions in much the same way 

that community management does in institutional crowdsourcing projects. How that process occurs, or 

what makes it sustainable does not seem to appear in the literature beyond a simple assumption of its 

organic nature.  

What does appear in the literature instead of sustainability is a great deal of discourse on the nature of 

engagement. Again, returning to Ridge, there is an assumption of engagement as being a natural part of 

the crowdsourcing process.60 This is backed up by Bonacchi et al who measure engagement in 

crowdsourcing projects as being a direct product of the volume of time or output individual users 

 
54 Mark Hedges and Stuart Dunn, Academic Crowdsourcing in the Humanities: Crowds, Communities and Co-
Production, 2018. P 152 
55 Darren Hardy, ‘The Geographic Nature of Wikipedia Authorship’, in Crowdsourcing Geographic Knowledge, ed. 
Daniel Sui, Sarah Elwood, and Michael Goodchild (Springer Netherlands, 2013), 175–200. 
56 Bernhard Krabina, ‘The Vienna History Wiki: A Collaborative Knowledge Platform for the City of Vienna’ (ACM 
Press, 2015), 1–8. 
57 Clay Shirky, Here Comes Everybody: The Power of Organizing without Organizations (Penguin, 2008). 
58 Alicia Iriberri and Gondy Leroy, ‘A Life-Cycle Perspective on Online Community Success’, ACM Comput. Surv. 41, 
no. 2 (February 2009): 11:1-11:29. 
59 Ang Li et al., ‘Successful Online Socialization: Lessons from the Wikipedia Education Program’, Proceedings of the 
ACM on Human-Computer Interaction 4, no. CSCW1 (28 May 2020): 050:1-050:24. 
60 Mia Ridge, ‘From Tagging to Theorizing: Deepening Engagement with Cultural Heritage through Crowdsourcing’, 
Curator: The Museum Journal 56, no. 4 (2013): 435–50. 
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generate on any project.61 This assertion that people spending more time doing the tasks of 

crowdsourcing as the simple and effective measure of engagement does not fit well with the 

observations made about non-work related engagement in digital community settings. Parilla and 

Ferriter note that even if the goal is to increase transcription output, there needs to be additional forms 

of social engagement with community members through social media. This could include 

straightforward feedback and support but also games, hashtags, and other outreach methods.62 Ridge 

also argued in her later work that community itself is rooted in more than simple participation in the 

labor that is requested of a crowd.63 Hristova provides a more complete understanding of the wide 

spectrum of engagement with digital communities in crowdsourcing but does not provide specific 

examples that are most relevant to the cultural heritage sector.64 Further, none of this attempt to 

understand engagement has a forward looking approach. The goal of each of these authors is to 

understanding how volunteers do more work for the given project and what they need to be motivated 

for that work. This labor focused approach has serious sustainability issues that will be discussed later in 

chapter 4. One author who does have a focus on engagement in the future only has experimental 

concepts and no real-world examples from their 2016 analysis.65 This leaves the field for understanding 

the relationship between volunteer engagement and community sustainability lacking.  

Together I came to this keen interest in self-actualized volunteers like what is seen in Wikipedia working 

together with institutions towards a community focus rather than a labor focus. The idea was to look 

beyond engagement, which was an issue everyone was focused on, but nobody had widely applicable 

solutions to, and focus on community sustainability. I reckoned from the literature that engagement was 

something organic, Dunn & Hedges hinted at that, so if the community can be sustained than this 

engagement issue would solve itself.  

2.3 Current Research on the Sustainability of Crowdsourcing in Citizen Science and the GLAM Sector 

In addition to these broader approaches to sustainability, there is at least some literature that has 

attempted to understand the sustainability of crowdsourcing. Specifically, investigations have been 

carried out, particularly in the realm of citizen science, into what made certain projects more 

sustainable, research which also sheds light on the sustainability of the communities involved. Of the 

studies focused on archives and museums, however, the emphasis has been on the sustainability of a 

project itself rather than the community of volunteers contributing to the project. Most of these studies 

have identified major problems that prevent projects from being sustainable, but few proposed 

solutions emerge, and the solutions that are provided put the burden of project sustainability on the 

institution leading the project and not on the community or the individuals volunteering for the project. 

This approach ignores the real-world shortcomings facing smaller institutions or private groups that 

 
61 Chiara Bonacchi et al., ‘Participation in Heritage Crowdsourcing’, Museum Management and Curatorship, 2 
January 2019. 
62 Lesley Parilla and Meghan Ferriter, ‘Social Media and Crowdsourced Transcription of Historical Materials at the 
Smithsonian Institution: Methods for Strengthening Community Engagement and Its Tie to Transcription Output’, 
American Archivist 79, no. 2 (2016): 438–60. 
63 Mia Ridge, Crowdsourcing Our Cultural Heritage, (Routledge, 2016). P 10 
64 Desislava Hristova et al., ‘Mapping Community Engagement with Urban Crowd-Sourcing’, n.d., 6. 
65 Ece Kamar et al., ‘Intervention Strategies for Increasing Engagement in Crowdsourcing: Platform, Predictions, 
and Experiments’, 2016. 
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want to pursue digital community-based projects, namely the issues of limited resources and lack of 

training and development opportunities to improve outreach. What is agreed upon in all the research 

examined is that there is a problem with sustainability in digital projects and that this lack of 

sustainability is detrimental to the potential of those projects to create digital outputs.  

One model for successful digital communities, known as the “lifecycle model”, was proposed by Iriberri 

and Leroy, who identified what they believe to be the natural lifecycle of any online community in five 

distinct stages: inception, creation, growth, maturity, and death.66 The conception of the community 

results from the purpose it will serve; that members of the community need the community. The 

community grows once rules and identity are established, it matures through the relationships that 

develop, and it dies when the frequency or quality of participation drops.67 The success of a community 

in such a model is measured by the volume of contributions made by the community and the number of 

active participants.68 Currently, this model is based on a meta-analysis of online community research 

where the definition of community is “cyberspace[s] supported by computer-based information 

technology, centered upon communication and interaction of participants to generate member-driven 

content, resulting in a relationship being built.”69 The lifecycle model’s assumption that communities 

simply “die” once the quality or quantity of participation drops is based on research primarily from 

2002, and does not factor in the roles of more modern communication systems (such as social media) or 

even consider the possibility of sustaining the community. More recent research on the lifecycle model 

has focused on leisure activities,70 mental health impacts,71 and the economic impacts of this model on 

business platforms.72 Attempts to find research into social media and its impact on the lifecycle model 

and sustainability have revealed nothing. Additionally, this model still frames these communities as 

sources of labor rather than as any other type of system which continues to be a limited perspective as 

discussed in section one of this chapter. This model provides a great deal of insight into ways in which 

digital communities could be organized but needs more points of comparison to reveal its flaws. 

One of the most frequently cited factors for the success of a community over time is the necessity for 

strong leadership. In his 2016 analysis of the sustainability of digital archives, Miquel Varela points out 

that all the teams he has worked with experienced turnover both in the professional staff of the project 

 
66 Alicia Iriberri and Gondy Leroy, “A Life-Cycle Perspective on Online Community Success,” ACM Comput. Surv. 41, 
no. 2 (February 2009): 11:1–11:29, doi:10.1145/1459352. 1459356.p 13.  
67 Iriberri and Leroy, “A Life-Cycle Perspective on Online Community Success.”14. 
68 Iriberri and Leroy, “A Life-Cycle Perspective on Online Community Success.”10. 
69 ibid 
70 Edwin N. Torres, ‘Online-to-Offline Interactions and Online Community Life Cycles: A Longitudinal Study of 
Shared Leisure Activities’, Leisure Sciences 42, no. 1 (2 January 2020): 32–50, 
https://doi.org/10.1080/01490400.2017.1392913. 
71 Donghee Yvette Wohn and Cliff Lampe, ‘Psychological Wellbeing as an Explanation of User Engagement in the 
Lifecycle of Online Community Participation’, in Proceedings of the 2018 ACM Conference on Supporting 
Groupwork, GROUP ’18 (New York, NY, USA: Association for Computing Machinery, 2018), 184–95, 
https://doi.org/10.1145/3148330.3148351. 
72 Guoyin Jiang et al., ‘Modeling the Dynamics of Online Review Life Cycle: Role of Social and Economic 
Moderations’, European Journal of Operational Research 285, no. 1 (16 August 2020): 360–79, 
https://doi.org/10.1016/j.ejor.2020.01.054. 
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as well as in the volunteer groups.73 This places the burden of maintaining continuity on the institution, 

forcing them to provide a guide or mentor for the group. For Varela, the group cannot provide its own 

leadership or initiate its own projects, and such a leadership role can be filled only by an employee of 

the institution.74 An Association of Research Libraries study from 2013, led by Nancy Maron, agrees that 

institutional leadership is necessary, but argues that direct participation of institutional staff in the 

community is actually detrimental to the sustainability of the project.75 For Maron, the role of the 

institutional leader should be as an “impassioned champion” providing support and guidance when it is 

asked for, but not forcing community members to move in any particular direction.76 This allows the 

community, regardless of its composition, to feel empowered and in control of their own processes. The 

institutional leader can often serve better as an intermediary between the needs of the group and the 

needs of the institution or of the outside funding agency. One relevant example is the steve.musum 

project which is a “collaboration of museum professionals and others who believe that social tagging 

may provide profound new ways to describe and access cultural heritage collections and encourage 

visitor engagement with collection object.”77  The results of the steve.museum project, reveal that 

having no institutional leadership at all can lead directly to the natural emergence of leadership among 

the group.78 The initial work of a digital community may be shoddy or unprofessional, but as the group 

continues to work it also begins to self-correct and improve the quality of the finished product. 

According to Seth van Hooland’s research on the steve.museum project, part of that upskilling among 

the group of volunteers contributing to the project is the result of emerging leaders taking charge of 

organizing tasks.79 While the steve.museum project was purely online and not affiliated with any 

particular institution, any leadership vacuum would be filled if someone in the group were interested 

enough in participating in that role. What is unknown from this study is whether such a group leadership 

would still be able to follow the needs and goals of the affiliated institution. There is possibly a good 

middle ground to be found between Varela’s director, Maron’s cheerleader, and van Hooland’s natural 

leaders.  

A theme that frequently arises in research into sustainability and digital communities, is the issue of 

funding. Seth van Hooland points out that it is essential for digital communities to align with a “fitness 

for purpose” design to appeal to potential funding bodies; this means the community must have a clear 

purpose that appeals to a needs of funders.80 Nancy Maron argues that the major funding issue facing 

digital communities is the practice of sourcing funds from only one place;  having a diverse range of 

funding streams is not only a good idea, but is critical to the long-term sustainability of a digital 

 
73 Miguel Escobar Varela, “The Archive as Repertoire: Transience and Sustainability in Digital Archives” 10, no. 4 
(2016), http://www.digitalhumanities.org/dhq/vol/10/4/000269/000269.html. 
74 Ibid 
75 Eight Digitized, “Searching for Sustainability,” 2013, 
https://pdfs.semanticscholar.org/0bc7/e050c1db8a56c6b9cd05fbec34279f47f460.pdf. 
76 Ibid  
77 ‘Steve.Museum’, accessed 25 October 2021, https://www.steve.museum/. 
78 Seth van Hooland, Eva Méndez Rodríguez, and Isabelle Boydens, “Between Commodification and Engagement: 
On the Double-Edged Impact of User-Generated Metadata within the Cultural Heritage Sector,” Library Trends 59, 
no. 4 (May 18, 2011): 707–20, doi:10.1353/lib.2011.0011. 
79 Hooland, Rodríguez, and Boydens, “Between Commodification and Engagement.” 
80 Ibid 
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community.81 Varela agrees and argues that the demand for funding requires an institution to provide a 

broad range of potential conceptions so as to appeal to different funding agencies.82 In each of these 

examples, the types of funding agencies that the authors want to appeal to are either public agencies 

such as the National Endowment for the Humanities or private charitable organizations such as the 

Wellcome Trust. Ultimately, they believe that applying for grants, and then applying for more once the 

initial grant has been spent, is the best path for funding, and therefore that the digital community 

should be designed with this grant application process in mind. John Falk on the other hand proposes a 

different funding model altogether: charging for access. The argument is that if the digital community 

puts out high enough quality work, then the price (within reason) will not matter to the end consumer.83 

Falk therefore thinks that institutions should focus on bringing up the quality of the work being done 

and then worrying about funding once they have a “product” to sell. A solution to the many issues 

brought up around funding is to make available a diverse portfolio of sorts to address the funding of 

digital communities and digital communities in cultural heritage; a blended approach of grants, charging, 

and some other sources may be critical. The subject of funding and the role of the community in 

addressing it will be discussed in further detail in Chapter 8. 

The potential for digital communities to grow, change, and expand into other areas beyond the goals of 

the institution with which they were originally associated, is also a topic that has been examined in 

some research on sustainability. It is logical to conclude, as Varela does, that this natural tendency 

towards experimentation means a digital community must be willing to change in unforeseen ways in 

order to remain sustainable.84 Communities which refuse to experiment or are not open to the results of 

experimentation can encounter resistance from members with differing ambitions. One type of 

experiment proposed by the San Diego Supercomputer Center (SDSC), is to gradually offload the most 

simple and routine tasks that communities perform onto software applications to free up the 

intellectual potential of the community.85 While initially the team behind this research were hoping to 

replace humans altogether in the process of metadata entry and correction, they quickly concluded that 

the human element was essential to the overall process of digitization. Instead of replacing volunteers 

with software, they came up with the idea of enhancing the performance of volunteers through 

software, which could take over some of the tasks previously done by volunteers as their skills grow, 

enabling them to focus on more cognitively demanding tasks. For example, software that corrects 

metadata entered by volunteers saves the labor of some other volunteer or employee who would have 

had to check that work.86 This experiment could demonstrate an institution’s potential to shape a 

growing and changing community or it represents critical resources that allow for spontaneous change 

inside of a community. The institution’s role in these digital communities includes what resources and 

 
81 Eight Digitized, “Searching for Sustainability,” 2013.  
82 Miguel Escobar Varela, “The Archive as Repertoire: Transience and Sustainability in Digital Archives” 
83 John Howard Falk and Beverly Sheppard, Thriving in the Knowledge Age: New Business Models for Museums and 
Other Cultural Institutions (Rowman Altamira, 2006). 193. 
84 Miguel Escobar Varela, “The Archive as Repertoire: Transience and Sustainability in Digital Archives” 
85 Bertram Ludäscher, Richard Marciano, and Reagan Moore, “Preservation of Digital Data with Self-Validating, 
Self-Instantiating Knowledge-Based Archives,” SIGMOD Rec. 30, no. 3 (September 2001): 54–63, 
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infrastructure they provide to all stakeholders. If the resources provided occupy volunteers with every 

mundane task available, it would limit the potential for experimentation. However, by streamlining 

certain processes as SDSC has shown, there is more opportunity for change and more resources 

dedicated to the growth of individuals especially where upskilling and individual development programs 

are involved.   

What literature does exist on the topic of sustainability is either not focused on the practical work of 

building sustainability into communities or does not consider the community as an entity that can be 

sustained. The lifecycle model is an excellent paradigm that will be applied later in chapter 4 to better 

understand the metrics of sustainability, but the authors assume that this is a purely natural process to 

be observed. That is not useful to this research which hopes to better understand the underlying metrics 

of sustainability in order to find ways to promote it in real world situations. The work from Van Hoolan 

and SDSC tries to understand some of those underlying mechanics, but they are ultimately disconnected 

from communities as an entity. Van Hoolan is trying to find a one-size fits all perspective on what 

motivates people rather than accepting the relationships between community members as being a 

major factor in the shifting and changing nature of human engagement with volunteering. Meanwhile, 

the SDSC treats volunteers and machines as interchangeable parts and focuses on the output of the 

community rather than the participation itself. These approaches fall short of understanding digital 

communities for the complex systems of interactions between stakeholders they are and while useful, 

leave a gap in better understanding the metrics of sustainability.  

2.4 Crowdsourcing and Community  

As established in the introduction, there is a growing body of research done on crowdsourcing in 

GLAM institutions. In their 2018 book, Dunn and Hedges point to an “organic” relationship between the 

crowd of volunteers and the community. They discovered in several of the cases they studied that what 

originally started as a broad appeal to the crowd for participation in a project often developed into a 

smaller and more dedicated community of volunteers.87 The similarities between crowds and digital 

community are so strong that some in the GLAM sector, such as Mia Ridge, have proposed a new term 

of “community-sourcing.”88 This is because a significant number of GLAM crowdsourcing projects have 

relied on a smaller group of dedicated volunteers rather than a large body of small time contributors. 

The numbers vary by project, but one example is the Bentham Project which initially succeeded in its 

goal of attracting more than a thousand interested contributors but ultimately the work was performed 

by a group of “super contributors” that numbered in the fifties.89 Ridge is arguing that ‘crowd’ is 

something of an exaggeration although the term is still applicable because it utilizes a method of broadly 

recruiting volunteers and there are some projects which do in fact have hundreds of contributors with 

varying volumes of contributions. While it is possible to create digital communities without first 

crowdsourcing help through an open call for participation, the particulars of these crowd-to-community 

groups and the ways in which they develop help to understand the potential of digital communities for 

 
87 Mark Hedges and Stuart Dunn, Academic Crowdsourcing in the Humanities: Crowds, Communities and Co-
Production, 2018.p 99. 
88 Mia Ridge, Crowdsourcing Our Cultural Heritage (Ashgate Publishing, Ltd., 2014). p4. 
89 T. Causer and M. Terras, ‘“Many Hands Make Light Work. Many Hands Together Make Merry Work”: Transcribe 
Bentham and Crowdsourcing Manuscript Collections’, in Crowdsourcing Our Cultural Heritage (Farnham: Ashgate, 
2014), 57–88, http://www.ashgate.com/isbn/9781472410221. 



21 
 
 

 

sustainability. The increased level of engagement that these community members have, the willingness 

many have shown for continued participation after completing the project they were recruited for, and 

examples of how the crowdsourcing itself helped connect people to new ways of looking at themselves.  

The purpose for introducing a crowdsourcing approach to GLAM projects, from the institution’s point of 

view, is often related to a need for labor. The 2013 Museums and the Web conference conducted a 

survey into crowdsourcing and volunteer communities at GLAM institutions in Europe and North 

America, and they concluded that two types of community existed: one that enriches existing 

institutional resources and another that creates new resources.90 However, this approach of defining 

communities in terms of the work they do is limited, as it does not take account of the diversity of the 

individuals in the community, the goals of the community, or how that community develops.  

As regards the question of sustainability, categorizing communities by work type serves only to 

understand the relationship between the community and a given project’s output. Based on the reports 

from MW2013, that relationship is one of labor and laborer, an opinion further corroborated by the 

conclusion that all digital communities are studied through the lens of the hybrid physical/digital 

products they produce.91 This labor perspective frames a lot of research into the crowdsourcing carried 

out by GLAM institutions in that time hoping to find solutions to the continuing decline in public funding. 

The idea that the crowd or the community are a solution to a labor shortage influences what an 

institution wants from its communities and how it views sustainability. This is particularly acute for 

institutions facing fiscal uncertainty regarding digital projects. The move towards crowd-based labor has 

been perceived as a sustainable solution.92 More broadly, sustainability could be defined by an 

institution as simply being how long a community can get work done.93 This measurement of 

sustainability is too narrow for this paper but its influence on the discourse concerning crowdsourcing is 

valuable in understanding the goals and expectations of institutions.  

Why crowd members develop into community members is also an important subject of existing 

research. The MW2013 again points to a previous interest or passion for the subject as being a primary 

motivator for participating in the project in the first place.94 This pre-condition is considered by 

researcher Sharon Leon as essential for the continuation of any digital community,95 although passion 

alone may not be sufficient for transitioning from crowd to community. Paul Ford looks to the 

fundamental human desire to be heard and to have a role in contributing to something larger than 
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oneself as essential to community development.96 This attitude points to a need inside of humans to be 

engaged, which is to say there must be some material or activity that keeps their attention and makes 

them feel a sense of accomplishment.97 Also worth considering are the differences in how people 

interact with digital spaces and interfaces and the impact this has on their level of engagement. For 

example, Dunn and Hedges conclude that developments in the nature of the technology being used on 

the Web has helped to develop new roles for the volunteer in the community. They see the changing 

roles as reflecting the development of the web itself transitioning from a one way system with minimal 

feedback from audiences (Web 1.0) to more dynamic, interactive, and co-productive contributions (Web 

2.0).98 The technology thus creates the potential for creating new roles for the volunteers in the digital 

environment; however, it does not determine what these roles could be, but the more diverse the range 

of opportunities there are for participation, the more participation there will be.  

Crowdsourcing projects have also revealed the societal relationships between these volunteer groups 

and the institutions for which they contribute, which helps to understand why the communities develop 

in the first place. The relative newness of crowdsourcing as a mode of volunteering, as Ridge points out, 

makes it difficult to define the purpose of a project and the relationships between the constituent 

groups of the volunteers that contribute to it. Whereas traditional volunteer work was focused solely on 

meeting the specific goals of a project,99 the openness of crowdsourcing allows a project to do more 

than make a limited time use of the working relationships that develop. This creates a problem when 

these relationships come to an often-abrupt end because future projects that would benefit are forced 

to use additional resources unnecessarily.100 Ridge argues that institutions must think of alternative or 

even multiple goals when carrying out a crowdsourcing project, rather than a simple finished website or 

other single product, because that does not take advantage of the strengths of developing community. 

Dunn and Hedges see one potential revision of the community/institution relationship as being social in 

nature. The inclusion of these interested volunteers in the development of projects and shaping of goals 

can remove some of the isolation felt by both academics working for institutions and the participants in 

the community themselves.101 Social interaction and socialization are common ingredients to 

community development, and it can be seen that they emerge as a part of the organic development of 

digital communities in crowdsourcing projects. Just the opportunity for people with similar interests to 

interact with each other may be enough to begin to create a sense of community.  

In situations where an institution recruits crowds of volunteers for purposes other than meeting the 

labor needs of a particular project, there are examples of those crowds forming into communities. In 

their pursuit of developing better standards for Open Education Resources (OERs), Porcello and Hsi note 

the natural inclination for a community of educators, students, and parents to develop to help improve 
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standards.102 They observed that participants grow from leaving what are referred to as “digital 

footprints”, such as comments, page views, and ratings, to submissions of ‘direct input.’103 The direct 

input left is defined by being multifaceted in its audience (user-to-user and user-to-institution) as well as 

providing a voice to user interest in shaping the OERs themselves. The community that formed went 

from having a discussion with each other about OERs to telling the project managers how the OER 

should change. 104These direct inputs become more detailed and relevant to researcher interest as the 

community is exposed to a variety of interreacting search systems which allows them to consult and 

compare multiple OERs to judge quality and make informed input. Porcello and Hsi call for the creation 

of a “cyber-librarian” to help curate OERs, but believe that this naturally occurring community, without 

the direction of an institution, could fill the same role.105 This example demonstrates that digital crowds 

can organically become communities without the goal of creating one or the infrastructure designed to 

do so. Unlike other projects in this study that create discussion boards and special training sessions to 

recruit and keep volunteers from the crowd to do a specific job, Porcello and Hsi observed that 

commonplace digital interactions without a specific labor demand were sufficient scaffolding for a 

community to form.   

The above examples demonstrate a natural relationship between crowd and community and that there 

are similar mechanics at work in each.  However, distinguishing the difference between a crowd and a 

community is also important. While both may serve similar functions, these crowds become 

communities and vice versa, they are not synonymous. As noted previously, one critical distinction is the 

level of social interactivity which is difficult to have in a seemingly anonymous crowd but is essential to 

the function of a community. Therefore, a crowd can be defined as an informal group of volunteers 

brought onto a project to process a large data set with a specific project goal in mind. This is clearly 

what Ridge and Carletti et al see as the basic definition of a GLAM crowd. Meanwhile, as Dunn & Hedges 

as well as Porcello and Hsi note, a community is something more specific to individual projects and 

disconnected from the labor needed to complete a project’s tasks. The ‘organic’ shift that Dunn & 

Hedges refer to when crowds become communities is when participants either interact with each other 

outside of the bounds of the required labor, or when individuals begin to see themselves as benefitting 

by being part of a larger group.  

2.5 Problematizing of the Concept of Community   

Recent research on the development of digital communities in the GLAM sector has come to recognize 

that the concept may over promise in terms of benefits to the industry. In part, this is due to the fact 

that the concept of community is a broad concept and exactly what types of communities fit what 

purposes for the GLAM sector can vary from institution to institution. Liew et al recommends that 

institutions take a spectrum approach in the pre-planning stages of community develop in order to 

envisage the various levels of engagement in participatory heritage they expect.106 That complicates the 
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relative usefulness of digital communities to institutions as they now have to consider that the type of 

participatory community they can build might not match their ambitions for community engagement. In 

her analysis, Wong asserts that museums in particular have turned to building large scale social media 

engagement and that has created an imaginary version of community for them to base expectations 

on.107 Unfortunately, thousands of social media followers does not translate to an actual community of 

participating individuals. Nevertheless this term, ‘community’ as noted by Kidd is very influential to 

board members and donors but does not translate to much in terms of actual projects because there is 

such a disconnect between the concept of community and the execution.108 

This lack of clear understanding of what a community looks like for digital GLAM institutions has led to a 

lack of clear guidelines on how to develop communities in a practical sense. Kidd notes that there are 

significant differences between a project hoping to appeal to a local audience compared to one hoping 

to reach a global audience. The solution they propose is an active conversation with those community 

members already engaged with the museum but that could be a massive undertaking just to establish 

the preliminary work towards building community.109 Meanwhile, Wong asserts that museums have 

already moved too far past that point in building up large social media projects which cannot hope to 

have a meaningful conversation with the large group of followers already participating.110 What is 

missing according to Liew et al. is a set of clear rules of engagement. They argue that including more 

participation from the public means that established understanding of how to work together on a digital 

project can be easily misunderstood for the uninitiated. Without a clear statement of the norms and 

etiquette in digital spaces the process of building community cannot even hope to begin.111 One 

recommendation put forward by Li et al is to create a state level structure for community engagement 

that more closely resembles the Chinese model and creates a scaffolding for institutions to follow, but 

they also recognize this approach does not match the existing emphasis on institutional independence 

found in European and American institutions.112 

This lack of clear direction then makes the “organic nature of community development” narrative seem 

overly optimistic. Grabrill and Cushman assert that in fact the potential for the natural development of 

community has historically been “romanticized and inflated.”113 According to Liew et al this group of 

“involved” participants if not an inevitable or organic outcome of reaching out to engage the public. 

Further, they say that there are very few real world examples of active and engaged communities and 
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that most community building comes from “a soberingly small segment of potential and actual users.”114 

Wong’s analysis not only puts the onus on institutional strategy rather than organic development for the 

process of community development but they also argue that digital community is often marketed as a 

‘self-evident good’ but its actual impact and process is shrouded in a ‘fog’ of ambiguity.115 It is 

reasonable to conclude from this that community is actually a constructed system rather than a natural 

one and that is crucial to understand for the rest of this study.  

What problematizing the community does is it gives this study an important focus. One of the 

recommendations put forward by Kidd as well as Liew et al is to have a conversation with community 

managers and community members in order to find the metrics of success and the boundaries of what 

community is. Liew et al specifies that a flexible approach to understanding community is essential to 

being able to implement community practices across such a diverse range of institutions and their 

needs.116 That is why the first thing this study will do in Chapter 4 when dealing with the product of the 

research is to define community based on a deeper reading of the relevant works mentioned here and 

also through the interview and survey data collected from crowdsourcing participants. The concept of 

community has many issues that need to be sorted before the issue of sustainability can be established 

and therefore that it what will be done first to pave the way to a better understanding of the impact 

communities can have in the GLAM sector.   

2.6 Theories of Sustainability  

 While currently, no model of sustainability exists for crowd and digital community development,  

there are several applicable definitions of sustainability in other disciplines. Disciplines such as ecology, 

economics, and urban development all deal with the sustainability of offline communities as part of 

their models. Examining these concepts of sustainability is a useful start to forming a model of 

sustainability for crowd based digital communities.  

The first model to be addressed is the concept of growth over time. In the GLAM sector, this model is of 

particular relevance because of the relationship between preservation and sustainability. Objects stored 

in GLAM institutions, both physical and digital, are rated for their ‘sustainability’ based on the rate of 

degradation that is the object’s inherent vice. The essential instability of any material to deteriorate 

regardless of external forces is one of the essential concepts of the GLAM sector.117 If this is the 

approach to sustainability with already existing objects, then the growth over time metric is a logical 

connection when dealing with creating something new like a community. This stems from the economic 

demands of GLAM institutions which necessitates an economic mindset. Archival theorists such as 

Cavanagh and Shevlin argue that all processes of preservation and sustainability in the GLAM sector are 
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economic in nature because funding is essential to all cases.118 Growth in a community or in the needs 

to address an object’s inherent vice both necessitate a growth in resources therefore a growth centered 

approach is logical to all of these situations. This growth approach is mentioned in passing by the 

creators of the Micropasts project as one measure of sustainable success.119 Bonacchi et al specifically 

want to “sustain contributor participation through time” and see an increase in the volume of 

participation as evidence of this.120 Similarly, Trevor Owens at the Library of Congress argues that 

crowdsourcing communities should prioritize increased user growth because increased usage equates to 

‘deeper usage’ which he argues is “better fulfilling the mission of the cultural heritage organization than 

anyone who simply stops by to flip through the pages.”121 The related field of citizen science also looks 

at growth as being an important factor of success. A 2015 analysis compiled by Zooniverse that 

measured project success found that ‘established’ projects with a larger group of participants were 

more successful and cites a ‘finite pool of volunteer labor’ as a critical threat to the ongoing success of 

citizen science projects on the platform.122 The growth over time model, in particular when it comes to 

the growth in participants has a prominent place in both the GLAM sector and crowdsourcing in general 

when it comes to measuring sustainability. What is missing from these growth models is both a sense of 

time as well as a clear understanding of hard limits on resources.  

One alternative model of sustainability is Resilience Theory. This model abandons the metric of growth 

over time as the core of defining sustainability and replaces it by measuring the ability of a community 

to endure significant change.123 The reason for this is because the timescales used are relative rather 

than absolute; there is no official standard for how many years of growth or how much growth 

constitutes a sustained community. Additionally, growth has an upper limit in terms of resources which 

can increase demands on a system as it grows. Instead, resilience theory looks at a group’s ability to 

adapt to change while maintaining the core element from which the group has grown. Two 

interpretations of this concept are the “bounce-back” idea, which corresponds to a system’s ability to 

return to a state of normalcy after experiencing rapid shrinkage or growth. The other is a “bounce-

forward” idea, which asks how much change a system can absorb before the relevant stakeholders 

either dismantle it or move on to another system.124 While growth models of sustainability assume that 
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new resources can be found to keep pace with demand or that  a system reaches an equilibrium state, 

Resilience Theory assumes that both metrics of consumption and the amounts of the various resources 

will be in a continual state of change.125 The emphasis of Resilience theory is therefore on the role of 

cooperation between key stakeholders when it comes to the sustainability of a community.126 In the 

case of crowdsourcing, this would mean that the institution must maintain open communication and 

reciprocation with the crowd about what the needs of both stakeholders are and what changes they are 

undergoing as well as the status of relevant resources. This cooperative model of resilience in the face of 

change is a potential predictor of the future existence of a community as well as one important way of 

viewing sustainability.  

Given the social nature of community development, it is also important to consider the place of 

sustainability in Social Learning Theory. Social Learning Theory considers how the environment (in the 

digital sense any space where communication between stakeholders takes place) and psycho-social 

interactions between people impact learning and behaviour. In Social Learning Theory, a community’s 

sustainability is “explained via a three-way, dynamic reciprocal theory in which personal factors, 

environmental influences, and behaviour continually interact.”127 This model examines the sustainability 

of a community by analysing the behaviours of various stakeholders that result from their interactions 

with one another as well as with their environment. Two particularly relevant examples are the Top-

down (institution led) and Ground-up (volunteer led) paradigms from Social Learning Theory.128 The Top-

down paradigm puts the emphasis for building and sustaining a community on the planning and goals of 

an institution. In this paradigm, clear outcomes are required by the institution, and typically community 

members who are not employed by the institution are considered a pressure on the sustainability of the 

system.129 This means that community members are evaluated for their willingness to continue to 

participate as a block in line with the institution’s own goals, and the institution reacts to them on the 

same principle. The Ground-up paradigm, in contrast, emphasizes the goals of the community members 

as individuals, in which the institution reacts to participation in individual or specific ways, dependent on 

these goals . In this way, each participant has their own pressures that can affect sustainable 

participation in the community, rather than the whole group having a shared pressure.130 In both 

paradigms, the emphasis is on the processes being applied to manage sustainability.131 While in each 

 
125 Price, Andrew D. F., Efthimia Pantzartzis, Nebil Achour, and Federica Pascale. “Integration of Resilience and 
Sustainability: From Theory to Application.” International Journal of Disaster Resilience in the Built Environment 6, 
no. 3 (September 7, 2015): 347–62. https://doi.org/10.1108/IJDRBE-05-2013-0016. 
126 Leslie Gillespie‐Marthaler et al., ‘Selecting Indicators for Assessing Community Sustainable Resilience’, Risk 
Analysis: An International Journal 39, no. 11 (November 2019): 2479–98, https://doi.org/10.1111/risa.13344. 
127 Reed, Mark S., Evan D.G. Fraser, and Andrew J. Dougill. “An Adaptive Learning Process for Developing and 
Applying Sustainability Indicators with Local Communities.” Ecological Economics 59, no. 4 (October 2006): 406–
18.  
128 Garmendia, Eneko, and Sigrid Stagl. “Public Participation for Sustainability and Social Learning: Concepts and 
Lessons from Three Case Studies in Europe.” Ecological Economics 69, no. 8 (June 2010): 1712–22. 
https://doi.org/10.1016/j.ecolecon.2010.03.027. 
129 Reed, Mark S., Evan D.G. Fraser, and Andrew J. Dougill.  
130 Ibid  
131 Garmendia, Eneko, and Sigrid Stagl. “Public Participation for Sustainability and Social Learning: Concepts and 
Lessons from Three Case Studies in Europe.” Ecological Economics 69, no. 8 (June 2010): 1712–22. 
https://doi.org/10.1016/j.ecolecon.2010.03.027. 



28 
 
 

 

paradigm the stakeholders have their different goals (institutional vs individual), the attempt to measure 

or improve sustainability is made by addressing how all stakeholders interact with one another. In Top-

down systems, the focus is on the patterns by which participants’ workflows are structured, and on 

training for community members. In Ground-up systems, the focus is on giving voice to individual 

concerns and increasing opportunities for communication.132 This is very relevant to GLAM institutions, 

where the barrier to communication between groups is entirely defined by the institution because they 

are responsible for creating and/or maintaining the platform for communication between all 

stakeholders. 

Common to all theories of sustainability is the difficulty in defining what the goals of sustainability are 

more so than putting in processes to achieve them. In their critique of sustainability theories, Wals and 

Rodelia specifically state that “sustainability is not a destiny one can eventually reach, but rather a 

continuous learning path towards transformation.”133 A similar sentiment is echoed by the rest of GLAM 

sector as it is rare to find an institution that would embrace fixed timelines or universal metrics of 

sustainability. There are too many variables to consider and ultimately, on a long enough timescale, 

nothing is sustainable. Again, Wals and Rodelia note that preparing for an inevitable end is part of the 

process of re-evaluating what is meant by sustainability.134  Instead, at the heart of sustainability is 

human interaction with resources and with each other. This makes defining sustainability especially 

difficult, as human interactivity involves a complex set of variables that are impossible to control for. 

Rather than attempt to narrow down such a broad definition of sustainability, the theories discussed 

above will be explored further in more depth in Chapter 1 on sustainability, and combined with other 

sets of relevant theories so a clear understanding of what sustainability means for digital communities in 

the GLAM sector.  

2.7 Communities and Continuing Education  

One of the critical areas for understanding sustainability is how volunteers in a digital community can 

learn, in terms both of practical and social skills. As Noreen Orr established, there is a love of learning 

and working with experienced professionals in an area of shared interest that is a critical motivation for 

volunteering at cultural institutions.135 This inclination towards “serious leisure” helps to understand 

what volunteers expect in terms of how they will participate and learn, as well as what kind of value 

they will get out of the volunteer experience. Research into adult educational and learning settings and 

processes outside of the classroom, more generally, can inform the specific case of learning within 

crowdsourcing and volunteer contexts. By first looking at how adults learn we can establish what 

institutions can do to help keep volunteer communities engaged and functional. Moreover, by looking at 

research into the social environment of adult learners, it is possible to establish the social dynamics that 

will be common to these communities as they acquire new skills and interact with one another as well 

as with GLAM professionals. Lastly, by looking at what adult learners want to get out of continuing 
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education, ideas for how to structure learning opportunities in digital communities should emerge, as 

there may be similarities between the types of value desired by participants in both cases. Continuing 

education research therefore serves as a possible model not just for the upskilling of digital community 

members but also for reinforcing the serious leisure activities identified by Orr through pedagogically 

well-founded approaches.  

It is clear from the research into crowdsourcing that volunteers want a return on investment from their 

time with the community136 and asking them what they hope to accomplish is a critical first step to 

defining their role. Do community members see themselves as students learning new skills? Do they 

hope to transition from students to professionals? By establishing clear roles for learners and presenting 

them with a role to transition to, it becomes easier to establish learning objectives and keep learners 

engaged.137 This strategy helps to set target goals that give members a sense of accomplishment and 

allows them to understand what value they can take from the experience. Corneli does caution that 

making these roles too strict has the potential to discourage participants from continuing their 

education beyond the established goals.138 A Personalized Online Education model (POE) may be a way 

to create clearly defined roles while maintaining a broad enough approach to those roles to maintain 

learner engagement in the long term. Creating training modules that are adaptable to user interests and 

skill levels is considered the preferred alternative to massive, online education systems that try to reach 

out to the middle ground and expect students to adjust accordingly.139 The difficulty and specificity of 

tasks can be adjusted using machine learning algorithms that can take user success rates and time to 

completion as metrics by which to adjust the difficulty levels.140 Such a system can naturally create roles 

at an appropriate level for participants as they come to understand where their strengths and 

weaknesses lie. It does not however, preclude participants from working on any type of assignment or 

from pushing themselves to achieve higher standards. 

Since GLAM institutions are not traditional educational settings like a university, it is best to look at how 

adult learners operate in continuing education environments in order to understand how adults might 

learn in a crowdsourcing context. Malcolm Knowles outlined what he saw as the five principles of 

andragogy, understood as the theory and practice of educating adults (in contrast with pedagogy, which 

at least in origin concerned children or the young).141 First, adults are inherently self-directed learners; 

overly structured lessons discourage adult learners because their own sense of agency is being 
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diminished.142 Second, adults bring their own, often vast, level of experience to any situation regardless 

of whether that experience appears relevant to the subject at first.143 Third, adults enter into education 

with an interest in learning, in contrast to some children who feel education to be a burden on their 

lives.144 Fourth, adults are problem-centred in their approach to learning, which means that they want a 

task to solve instead of a general theory to contemplate.145 This typically requires lessons to be 

structured around potential, real-world scenarios where the student has a chance to understand what 

they might have to do at some time in the future.146 Additionally, in the case of Millennial adult learners, 

a focus on interactive lesson design has yielded good results.147 Simulations of real world scenarios helps 

to build the confidence of learners and correlates to stronger retention of lessons.148 The fifth principle 

is that adult learners are motivated to learn primarily by internal personal factors;149 this relates to the 

idea that many of the people who volunteer at archives do so to learn about how to explore their own 

history or a personal interest in the study of history more generally. While Dunn & Hedges have already 

established that upskilling is significant to continued interest in a crowdsourcing project, the full impact 

on community sustainability remains unknown.  

There are some challenges to andragogy which are also important to consider. Andragogy as Knowles 

understands it is largely applicable to white, English speaking, middle class adults with at minimum a 

secondary education background. His work largely ignores the sociocultural context of the learners 

studied and it must be taken into consideration that while such practices show applicability with the 

groups Knowles studied, they are not universal in nature.150 A more recent comparison of andragogy 

between the EU and India in 2015 helps support this assertion. When looking at levels of participation 

those sociocultural factors limit success. Women, for example, more so in India but in both India and the 

EU are significantly less likely to engage in adult education programs unless they have social or familiar 

support particularly regarding child care.151 An additional limitation to participation is the level of 

previous education. While university educated adults are the most likely group to fit the andragogy 

model, those with more or less education than a Bachelor’s degree see substantial drops in interest to 

below a majority.152 Further, and especially outside of the EU, the digital divide all but eliminates 

participation in the kinds of adult education programs that are most relevant to crowdsourcing. Distance 

learning has a skills gap even more so than an access gap where the anxiety around learning how to be a 
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distance based student prevents adults from participating.153 Aside from these limitations, other 

researches on andragogy note that adult learners are focused mostly on individual needs rather than the 

needs or goals of a group outside of themselves.154 In the context of studying GLAM crowdsourcing, 

many of this considerations are valid concerns but do not prevent applying Knowles research. The 

majority of GLAM crowdsourcing volunteers being studied are white, middle class, have a university 

education and live in the EU, UK, or USA. The skills gap has been shown by community and project 

managers to be a challenge but one for which there is a clear process for addressing.155 What is also 

important is that, as Merriam notes, these limitations are opportunities to apply Knowles’ theory and 

make changes in real time because the adult learning environment is often more dynamic than the 

typical classroom.156 Therefore andragogy is a good starting point for understanding the crowdsourcing 

digital community as a space for learning, but other theories will be needed to better understand it, 

particularly with regards to the learning potential of the community as a whole rather than just the 

individual.  

In addition to the particularities of learners in continuing education, learning in a social 

environment such as a digital community comes with its own issues. Paragogy is a theory of peer-based 

learning that posits that knowledge is created as people interact with one another through a process of 

repeating certain steps.157 The process can be better understood through the following example: 

I go to class, we do a class project, the objects of concern are things I can add to my portfolio or 

work-record; and fundamentally it is all about gaining a skill.158 

The act of going to class in this example creates a social situation from which the student can learn. The 

project they are working on is an external system by which they will acquire some knowledge. The 

project is external in that it involves the participation of the group and not just the self. By combining 

the physical representation of the project itself with the product of doing the work (a portfolio), the 

student is grasping what kinds of knowledge they can acquire from the project. Finally, they internalize 

the cycle of learning through recognition of the project’s long-term benefit to themselves. This cyclical 

model of social learning could be attempted in a digital community environment with volunteers looking 

to the group and its goals as a possible means of externalizing upskilling. Each stage of the paragogy 

model contains within itself a series of these components where students move from initial feelings, to 

active thinking, sensing the interaction of the group, and taking action to participate.159 

 In the digital space, this cycle of social knowledge generation can be more complicated given the 

physical separation between subjects.160 These social learning systems could also be greatly affected by 

the size of a digital community, the type of work being done, or even the methods of communication 
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and cooperative work. Projects like HHARP brought people together in a physical room to learn, similar 

to a classic school model; this helped to establish well-understood social bonds,161 but most 

crowdsourcing projects cannot replicate this process because they lack the social immediacy of the 

physical classroom space. There is no one to turn to and have a conversation with in order to better 

understand a lesson or to reflect on what has just been taught. In the online learning environment, the 

social learning system is largely directed by the readiness of the students to engage in relationship 

building with both the teacher and the other students.162 The more ready a student is to direct their own 

learning, the better able and more frequent they are to engage in the kind of social learning activities 

that are essential to paragogy.163 This places two key burdens on the instructor with regards to creating 

a space for student self-directed readiness. First, is creating an authentic space for self-paced learning; 

often, online class spaces have a simple constructivist view of design that is meant to be a one-size-fits-

all approach to education.164 This does not allow for an individual to personalize their learning 

experience sufficiently and therefore it reduces their comfort with self-directed learning by creating a 

space which has such overt direction from outside the student. The second burden on the instructor is 

connecting the online learning environment to the students’ offline lives. It is difficult to apply lessons 

when they are so far removed from their real world context. Again, this creates an inauthentic space 

where students can have trouble directing their own learning because they cannot conceptualize the 

relationship between lessons online and impacts elsewhere.165 Crowd-based digital communities 

therefore have to approach the upskilling and general learning environment of their projects to reflect 

these needs for authenticity in order to foster the kind of social learning that impacts sustainability.  

This research into adult education sheds light on the type of individual that would pursue serious leisure 

as a digital community member for a GLAM institution. An already-existing interest in the subject matter 

can be reinforced by understanding participants to be independent learners with a wide range of 

experiences that they want to use to help solve problems.  A paragogical approach to community 

member growth would need to account for this independent and diverse set of learners in order to help 

build a functional community of shared growth. What could bind these groups together is if the 

opportunities to grow and learn focused on satisfying a need for a sense of accomplishment and real-

world value for the kind of work being put in. The educational growth of the community is only one 

aspect of its sustainability, but understanding these crucial elements of adult education may help to 

provide a framework for social structures, upskilling, and the value of co-productivity to sustainability. 

The issue of education’s role in sustainability will be explored in depth in chapter 3 where these theories 

will help to better understand the relationship between volunteers and the value ascribed to their 

continued participation.  
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2.8 Co-Production with the Public 

As outlined in the introduction, the concept of community members and institutions working together 

as co-producers or partners in some capacity is one of the threads running through this thesis. The 

mutually supportive relationship between a community with an amateur background and a professional 

or academic institution has the potential to bring “creativity, enthusiasm, and alternative foci” to future 

projects within the GLAM sector.166 The value of digital communities for GLAM institutions is not yet 

fully understood, but research toward discovering that value is already underway. As Dunn & Hedges 

point out, the movement in community-based digital projects is following “open ended, participant 

motivation driven opportunities.”167 There have been a few concepts proposed for how this co-

productivity can be arranged and explored further. First, Mia Ridge has put forward a scaffolding model 

where the participants organically take on increasingly more independent work throughout their time in 

the community. Also, Lee-Ann Fenge et al. put forward a kind of ‘antagonistic’ model that fosters 

competition between academic standards and public interest. In addition, there is a difference in 

opinion between Dunn & Hedges and Chow Hun Tan et al. about the importance of moderation in the 

development of co-productivity. Finally, Rebecca Sheffield has analyzed the real-world example of 

community archivists to demonstrate the inherent ability for independent work that arises from a 

passion for a subject. These models help establish both the relationship between sustainability and co-

production, as well as the limits of the potential for independent work among digital communities.  

The scaffolding model proposed by Ridge has three broad categories of scaffolding that a project 

provides to facilitate increasing levels of community involvement: contributory, collaborative, and co-

creative. The first stage, contributory, is defined as when a community or the general public provides 

data to a project designed by an organization.168 An example of this would be how participants in the 

first phase of the National Railway Museum’s Railway Work, Life, and Death project were tasked with 

simply generating a digital database of railway accidents from paper records and had no additional input 

on the project.169 In the second stage, collaborative, participants are given opportunities to contribute 

that go beyond simply inputting data, for example to refine a project’s design or to analyze data. 170 This 

is the case, for example, in the HHARP project mentioned in the introduction where participants 

transitioned from scanning and adding metadata to helping to choose which documents to scan and 

what metadata fields to input. The final stage, co-creative, allows for an equal partnership between the 

organization and the community, where all elements of project design are agreed upon together.171 

Among existing projects, the MYTHOS project from Portland Oregon most closely resembles this stage. 

This project tasks volunteers from local schools to create digital exhibits for local museums both to 

provide educational opportunities for students as well as new projects that leverage the digital 

resources of the associated institutions.172 The volunteer students are given 50% of the vote when it 

comes to deciding what the theme and direction of each year’s project will be and project organizers 
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represent the other 50% regardless of the changing numbers of both year to year.173 This model is clear 

and straightforward in its scope and can be applied easily to a variety of case studies, which makes it 

quite valuable as a baseline for understanding co-production. Ridge does not explore the relationship 

between these stages, which can make it difficult to understand the relationship of the model to 

sustainability; however, if this model is interpreted as each stage being inclusive of the previous one, 

then the model has a clear progression in place.  

The relationship between the public that makes up a digital community, and the institution that fosters 

its creation, can be troubled by a perceived imbalance in the traditional power dynamics between both 

groups. Fenge et al. point to a particular conflict between volunteers participating in crowdsourcing, and 

members of academic institutions. They highlight that academics are taught to carry out academic 

research in a particular style in order to compete for advancement in their professional careers. This 

academic style is in many ways unique to academia and can often hinder engagement with people who 

are not socialized in the same system.174 Many of the volunteers on the project had to overcome a self-

perceived gap in their writing and research ability before they could be fully engaged in the work. The 

solution proposed by Fenge et al. is to be inclusive of “outsider narratives” in the design process before 

a project starts.175 The non-academics would be encouraged to create their own narratives without 

regard to the demands of academic research, and the academics involved would have to consider the 

value of those narratives based on their own merits and rather than in terms of traditional academic 

metrics. This inclusiveness would exist alongside the already existing academic framework that non-

academics had been working through.176 Such a system would foster a model of co-production in which 

a form of competition is present between the academic and non-academic participants in a project. By 

allowing each side to create using their own strengths and to consider the other’s work while minimizing 

their own bias, the objective is to “improve those services, rather than [personal] needs.”177 This 

competitive model will be influential in Chapter 3 when discussing the skills gap between amateurs and 

professionals.  

In each of these models, co-production relies heavily on the direction of the GLAM institution, with at 

least an even share in the input between institution and community. This is in line with Dunn & Hedges 

conclusion that any co-productive models going forward must be “curated in some way” to be useful, 

and that this “may require expert input.”178 On the contrary, Tan et al. argue that moderation itself has a 

negative impact on participants’ willingness to participate in several cases they examined.179 In their 

attempt to automate the process of checking the veracity of articles in Wikipedia and Freebase,180 Tan et 

 
173 Ibid 
174 Lee-Ann Fenge, Ann Fannin, and Christina Hicks, “Co-Production in Scholarly Activity: Valuing the Social Capital 
of Lay People and Volunteers,” Journal of Social Work 12, no. 5 (September 1, 2012): 545–59, 
https://doi.org/10.1177/1468017310393796. 
175 Fenge, Fannin, and Hicks, “Co-Production in Scholarly Activity.” 549 
176 Ibid 
177 Ibid 
178 Dunn and Hedges, Academic Crowdsourcing in the Humanities. p 102 
179  Chow Hun Tan et al., “Trust, but Verify: Predicting Contribution Quality for Knowledge Base Construction and 
Curation,” Proceedings of the 7th ACM International Conference on Web Search and Data Mining, February 24, 
2014, 553–62. 
180 Which has now been folded into the broader Wikimedia group as “Wikidata”  



35 
 
 

 

al. learned that smaller and more niche topics had a more capable community of un-moderated editors 

monitoring them than comparable products produced by institutions with professional curatorial 

staff.181 When there was no external authority (Example: an authority such as FIFA with regards to 

soccer articles) the net contributions of those communities were more extensive and more accurate.182 

This reveals an important line of enquiry with regards to the role of expertise and institutional curation. 

Chapter 6 will examine this in more detail as it relates to issues such as co-production. The question at 

hand is about the potential for digital communities to operate with more independence or authority in a 

co-productive relationship with the institution. The answer would help to define the type of “co-

creative” systems that could be established in a sustainable way.  

One initiative that has addressed the potential for independent creation by volunteers outside of any 

partnership with a GLAM institution is provided by Rebecka Sheffield’s research on community 

archivists. While the outputs of her work exist today as the Canadian Lesbian and Gay Archives (CLGA), 

the initiative was initially developed in response to the lack of specific representation of the LGBTQ 

community in the formal GLAM sector. The artifacts and documents that the CLGA curate were by 

necessity collected and preserved by amateur archivists in the LGBTQ community without input from 

professional institutions.183 These archivists were self-taught, self-directed, and fully independent in 

what they choose to preserve and exhibit. The product of what they produced was created independent 

of any institutional influence and grew from there. Now in 2021, the CLGA has become an institution 

based off this spontaneous coming together of outsider archivists. The CLGA serves to provide 

mentorship, instruction, and opportunities for the community archivists to continue with their own 

independent work as well. As Sheffield describes they do not help this community pull “records out of 

the barn, but rather working with the community to ensure that the barn is a safe place for these 

records.”184 This presents a different kind of relationship between the community and the institution. 

Instead of an institution creating a community, this community created an institution. While there are a 

lot of specific reasons why this relationship has formed, including the existence a pre-existing 

community and a history of exclusion, it serves as an example for the type of independent creation 

being explored in this thesis. The question of the relationship between independent- or community-led 

work and the sustainability of the community itself is worth exploring.   

2.8 Gaps in the Research  

What we see in the literature here is a big emphasis on crowdsourcing creating community but little else 

that goes beyond the set-up phase. In short there are two paths laid forward by the literature. One is 

the organic track185 that argues community naturally forms. The second is the constructed track186 

where community is something to be created through ‘engagement.’ None of these approaches look at 

community as a changing process. For the organic track, community is something only to be observed 
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after the fact. For the constructed track, community is a goal to work towards with fixed parameters and 

benefits. Meanwhile, others point to no community really existing in these spaces but put forward the 

idea that communities can transform the relationship between the public and the institution.187 There 

are no hints at how that community evolves either. I will argue in chapter 4 that community in this 

context is a changing process of developing relationships. Further, those processes result from specific 

interactions between stakeholders, which chapters 5-7 will further explore the nature of. This will bridge 

the gap between the organic and constructed tracks by understanding the complexity of interactions, 

finding ways to promote positive construction of community, and removing the fixed parameters and 

benefits which do not allow for the complexity of community interactions.   

The literature on sustainability clearly understands communities as evolving relationships between 

stakeholders. However, it has little direct application to the context of digital communities and 

crowdsourcing. There is a prescriptiveness in Garmendia’s concept of community that requires some 

shared physical connection. The organic nature of community is largely absent in Rals as well who 

approaches communities as ecosystems in the sense that shared resources are essential to life rather 

than to processes lower on Maslow’s hierarchy of needs. The goal therefore in understanding the 

applicability of sustainability to digital GLAM crowds will be first to establish what types of community 

sustainability are relevant. Chapter 4 will highlight the direct relationship between sustainability and 

digital community. Additionally, the remainder of the paper will focus on sustainability as an achievable 

set of systems and processes in order to better understand both the relevance to digital crowds as well 

as the value that sustainability has to the wider GLAM industry.  

The gap this study aims to fill is to first understand communities in GLAM crowdsourcing as evolving 

relationships between stakeholders. Next, is to contextualize those evolving relationships in the goal-

oriented processes that digital heritage projects have. Then, add a concept of time and development 

that goes beyond the establishment of community and looks at the lifecycle of a community as a whole. 

This will allow a better understanding the implications of crowd based communities beyond 

‘engagement’ and ‘labour’ and as a worthwhile entity unto itself. This work is the synthesis of ideas 

around crowdsourcing communities and an understanding of why they matter rather than accepting 

them as simply relevant.   
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Chapter 3: Methodology  

Stages of Work 

 

 Fig 1. A diagram showing the phases of research carried out  

To proceed with this research first I reviewed a sample of existing GLAM projects that have utilized or 

are utilizing crowdsourcing. This helped to establish what kind of communities are already involved in 

crowdsourcing and what, if any evidence exists around the sustainability of these communities. There 

are a growing number of relevant projects, with estimates in excess of 500 ongoing projects.188 Currently 

there are thirty-five active GLAM projects on the Zooniverse platform189 and approximately 700 
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published collections on the From the Page platform190 though neither platform has a published list of 

both active and completed projects. The manager of From the Page did not authorize any engagement 

with project volunteers for this study but the managers of Zooniverse gave me the authority to contact 

individual projects for the purposes of distributing surveys to volunteers and requesting interviews from 

both employees working on these projects as well as volunteers. Between 2017 and 2020 I sent requests 

for interviews to every GLAM project on the Zooniverse platform as well as to the managers of the 

‘Citizen Archivist’ program at the National Archives USA as well as to the managers of the By the People 

project at the Library of Congress. I received a positive confirmation to distribute surveys to volunteers 

on 22 Zooniverse projects as well as for By the People. From those surveys, I was able to recruit ten 

volunteers to interview, the remaining volunteers were recruited directly from other projects. 

Professional staff members were interviewed from eight of these Zooniverse projects and the remaining 

staff members interviewed were discovered through attendance at crowdsourcing related conferences 

and workshops between 2016 and 2020. These interview subjects were chosen based on their research 

into related areas such as co-production, community management, the intersection of machine learning 

and crowdsourcing, Wikipedia, crowdfunding in the GLAM sector, or training and development in 

crowdsourcing. A few additional subjects, such as Andrea Tanner, were chosen because they had more 

than a decade of experience in working with GLAM crowdsourcing projects which is an uncommon level 

of experience in what is a fairly new concept.  

There are some key differences between the various projects chosen for these surveys. The By the 

People project reflects a large-scale case study of a community that has developed over the course of 

five years. That group includes several hundred total participants, of which forty-five responded to a 

survey request. For the Zooniverse projects, no single project had as many participants as By the People 

nor had they been active for as long. Instead of a singular case study, I grouped all of these disparate 

communities into a single survey that had a similar number of total respondents as the By the People 

case study. The intent behind these two mostly identical surveys was to look deeply at one group (By the 

People) and to survey broadly among another group (Zooniverse). Any similarities or differences in 

responses to the same questions should reveal something about the importance of community size and 

duration or the impact of a singular, consistent institutional guide on sustainability. The only differences 

between the two surveys regarded their training and development as well as a question on the 

availability of community management support. Those differences are because the Library of Congress 

directly provided all training and support to By the People whereas different groups did the same for the 

various Zooniverse projects. This difference however proved valuable to Chapter 5 and a better 

understanding of how direct institutional involvement in training and development impacts 

sustainability. The effect of having these two distinct sets of survey data was to provide a more diverse 

set of responses that showed how different the intentions and expectations of volunteers in GLAM 

crowdsourcing can be and how that can change based on the type of institution or project they are 

working with.  

The main phase of the research involved gathering interview and survey data. While published reports 

provided a good understanding of the results of crowdsourcing projects, the process of how digital 

communities developed around those projects remains largely absent in this documentation. Through 
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interviews with institutional staff involved in crowdsourcing as well as volunteers working on projects 

the focus was placed on discovering how communities developed and what, if anything, contributes to 

sustained engagement. First, I interviewed project managers, platform creators for From the Page, 

Zooniverse, and By the People and other important personnel associated with digital projects at 

archives, museums, and other cultural heritage groups. I chose institutions primarily from the US and UK 

due mostly to language limitations and because Zooniverse provided the most access to a wide variety 

of projects. Since that platform is English language based and works primarily with US and UK based 

institutions, that was the majority of where the data I could collect came from. I interviewed individuals 

who were specifically involved in the recruitment or training of crowdsourced volunteers as well as 

those who engaged in regular communication with volunteers such as work assignments, feedback, or 

support. Interviews with volunteers came later after coding these interviews and constructing a survey.  

There were five major questions for interview subjects covering: 

1. What are the digital communities in your organization?  

a. What projects have worked in the past?  

b. What projects failed?  

c. Any examples of long term projects  

2. Who are the people that participate?  

a. Motivations for participation  

b. Skills present or missing 

3. What are your resources both short term and long term?  

a. Crowdfunding?  

b. Do you consider your project to be sustainable? 

4. What are your strategies for expansion and involvement?  

a. Training? Incentivization? – institutional subjects 

b. Promotion? Increased responsibility?- volunteers 

5. What are the major problems facing you in building and sustaining a community?  

a. What data have you collected that leads you to this conclusion? – institutional subjects 

b. Are there any initiatives you are aware of to address these problems? – volunteers  

All interviews were conducted by me, the audio was recorded and run through transcription software, 

then I performed quality checks on the transcripts manually.  

3.1. Grounded Theory  

When I began this process, I did not have a clear direction as to how sustainability fit within the 
community building context of GLAM crowdsourcing. Therefore, I was going to need to let the data lead 
me in finding the specific questions to answer. I required an approach therefore that did three things 
specifically. Firsty, it was essential to be able to start with broad concepts and reach more narrow ones 
as research progressed. This is because I honestly did not know what I was looking for at first. I knew I 
had questions about education and relationship management and I needed the questions to emerge 
from the process in order to get to the specific elements of “sustainability” that I think are relevant. 
Second, the process would need to be flexible and adaptable as concepts became either more or less 
relevant. This is because at the start there were a lot of questions, such as education’s role in the 
process, which pretty quickly became clear that those ideas were not at all what I thought they were. 
My background as an educator caused me to frame my questions at first in this top-down perspective 
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but that was not at all what was happening. For examples, volunteers who were teaching each other or 
community managers who felt that volunteers taught them highlighted the difficulty of such a 
perspective. I needed to be able to adjust to that sudden shift in focus from one framework to the other. 
Lastly, I need an approach that worked with surveys, interviews, and case studies because I had little in 
terms of a frame of reference for an approach so I would need to gather a broad spectrum of qualitative 
data to get an answer.  
 
In many ways, I was already very comfortable with the Grounded theory approach as a historian in my 
previous training. When interrogating an archive I would start with a broad set of questions and would 
write down the questions that occurred to me as I was reading. This would also lead to finding points of 
connection to other sources within the sources I was reading. Ground theory was just my adaptation of 
the process I was familiar with to the interview/qualitative data collection process. 
 
Additionally, I wanted to take an approach that was in a sense crowdsourced itself and Grounded 
Theory matched that ambition. The very idea of the project was to understand the impact as well as the 
sustainability of getting together groups of people and having them work collaboratively on a project. I 
also wanted my methodology to reflect this and Grounded theory allows for each set of interview or 
survey or case study subjects to have a slight impact on the direction of the questions and the next 
round of research. I wanted to crowdsource my crowdsource research.  
 
After the first round of interviews which involved six subjects, I coded the interviews and from those 

codes I used a Grounded Theory approach to help select future interview subjects from institutions and 

what topics to ask them about. The approach used was based on a coding methodology from Gerrish 

and Lathlean 2015. This approach is designed specifically to gather qualitative data on a subject for 

which there is little existing research on in order to develop better research questions at the same 

time.191 Interviews were transcribed using first a Google API transcription program and then I manually 

corrected the transcriptions while listening to the audio recordings. Next, I proceeded to manually code 

each transcription using keyword analysis based on the questions asked. For example, I searched the 

text for keywords such as motivation, manager, and feedback to find examples within the interview 

where the significance of feedback and support from community managers was mentioned. I created a 

list of these key words as well as highlighted phrases and sentences where they were used and filed 

them together in a spreadsheet under headings related to the key themes of this research. Those 

headings included: education/training, support/feedback, previous experience, socialization, 

promotion/responsibility, gamification, difficulty/challenge, goal setting, personal benefit, ownership, 

and access/responsibility. Later, I created a word cloud from these texts to identify any additional 

keywords that appeared frequently but did not match any of the categories established for coding. The 

result of this search was the inclusion of the category threat/demotivation which was a topic that was 

originally intended to be discussed in interview questions but was not expanded upon by most interview 

subjects. The last category, COVID-19, was added in April 2020 because a question regarding the impact 

of lockdown procedures in the Spring and Summer of 2020 was added to several interviews.  

Over the course of interviews, there were groups of people interviewed in one-on-one interviews which 

helped to develop these categories over time. The first group of interview subjects selected were chosen 

 
191 Kate Gerrish and Judith Lathlean, eds., The Research Process, 7th ed. (Oxford, UK: John Wiley & Sons, 
Incorporated, 2015). 185-199. 
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because of their involvement in researching the subject of GLAM crowdsourcing which helped to 

provide a starting point for more specific questions and categories as well as future interview subjects. 

These first subjects included researchers, GLAM crowdsourcing project managers of multiple projects, 

and platform managers. The second group of subjects were made up of institutional stakeholders mostly 

with the title “community manager” or “project manager” who had first hand experience creating and 

organizing individual GLAM crowdsourcing projects. This group not only provided valuable insight into 

the institutional role regarding community sustainability but also provided multiple perspectives on the 

types of relationships managers form with volunteers. Additionally, these institutional stakeholders gave 

me permission to distribute surveys to volunteers working on their projects. The distribution of those 

surveys served as the primary recruitment tool for the third group of interview subjects which were 

volunteers. This group is the largest single cohort of interview subjects with sixteen respondents. While 

the questions asked of both group two and three followed the same themes they were slightly different 

in perspective and group three’s responses focused more on individual relationships to the community 

while group two’s responses focused more on the community as a holistic entity rather than a group 

made up of individuals. This slightly impacted how the data was organized as group two’s coded 

keywords were kept together as an ‘institutional perspective’ grouping while group three’s keywords 

were bundled together as ‘individual perspective.’  

 

Fig 2. A diagram demonstrating the successive rounds of interviews and how each                                

round shapes questions and helps determine interview subjects  

This process began in December of 2016 with a set of six interviews with long time serving 

crowdsourcing project consultants as well as researchers who had studied crowdsourcing projects in the 

GLAM sector. From those interviews, it became apparent that it would be essential to have direct 

contact with volunteers who participated in crowdsourcing projects but that for ethical reasons it would 

be necessary to approach those subjects indirectly by asking the managers of the projects they worked 
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for to reach out and ask for voluntary participation in both interviews and surveys. This meant that while 

the data from the first set of interviews clearly indicated the importance of interviewing volunteers next, 

it was necessary to choose the next relevant group of subjects who were the project creators of 

crowdsourcing projects. As a result, volunteers became the last group of subjects interviewed once the 

subjects from the other rounds of interviewing agreed to reach out on this project’s behalf. The majority 

of group two interviews were conducted between 2017 and 2019, while the first volunteers were 

interviewed in the Autumn of 2019 and the last volunteers interviewed in the Summer of 2020.  

In addition to the subjects uncovered during this process, I also conducted interviews that provide 

contrasting data sets. These interviews focused on institutions without crowdsourcing projects, failed 

attempts at crowdsourcing projects, and crowdsourcing projects that are not attached to GLAMs or 

universities.  For example, the Black Cultural Archives in London has forty small collections, all pertaining 

specifically to African and Afro-Caribbean people in the United Kingdom, and while members of the 

community volunteer in person there is no plan to expand that effort to the crowd. The Vienna History 

wiki concluded in their final report that their attempt to engage the crowd was a failure because 

professional staff performed the majority of the work as an attempt to encourage input from volunteers 

which it did not. The intention was to generate more interest among citizens in contributing to the wiki, 

but there exists no plan to foster the kinds of relationships with the wider community to meet that goal. 

The Mythos Project relies entirely on volunteer youths to create, judge, and organize their annual event. 

The adult facilitator of this project admits that there does not exist a plan to sustain the project once the 

current group of volunteers graduates from school and leaves the project. The Dorchester County 

historical society in Maryland, USA has a Facebook group that contributes hundreds of photos and 

stories every year; none of these contributions is organized by anybody and they are not being turned 

into a project that can be accessed outside of the private Facebook group.  The questions used are 

similar to those presented to community and project managers but instead of asking about attempts to 

build and maintain a crowdsourcing community at an institution the emphasis was on what has 

prevented such work. For those institutions which have not invested in the crowdsourcing model what 

are the unique aspects of their current structure that make such a model unappealing at a time when it 

is proliferating across the industry? For those institutions that have failed to start crowd communities it 

is very important to get their perspective as to why that happened. Knowing the specifics as to why 

projects fail provides insight into why they succeed elsewhere.  

3.2. Survey 

In addition to conducting interviews, I developed a survey questionnaire to be given to the volunteer 

community members themselves. Survey questions were based on the initial analyses of institutional 

interview subjects who provided insight into the general motivations of volunteers. The survey itself was 

also used as a recruiting tool for volunteer interview subjects by including a question where they can 

provide an email address to be contacted for an interview. These questions covered topics such as the 

professional backgrounds of participants, why they joined the project, what factors keep them engaged, 

what are the social systems inside the group, what was the most valuable contribution they made, and 

what do they hope to do with the group moving forward. In addition, there are some open-ended 

questions about how often they participate, how long they have participated, how many projects have 

they worked on, whether they have taken any training related to the community, and how satisfied they 

are with the experience. Surveys were delivered to volunteers representing a wide variety of relevant 
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projects. Projects represented a diverse range of communities including large, small, short lived, and 

long-lasting communities. The smallest project in terms of active volunteer participants had 30 

volunteers and the largest had 1100. The shortest project duration at the time of interview was one 

month and the longest was four years. The largest institution based on annual visitors has 1.6 million 

visitors and the smallest has fewer than 50,000. The survey data was then collated into a series of 

visualizations which help to demonstrate the results. You can find the survey results in Appendix B.  

Surveys were sent through three institutions: Zooniverse, The Library of Congress, and to the volunteers 

working with me at St Dunstan’s. In the case of Zooniverse I was given permission from the platform to 

message individual project managers in order to use their talk forums to ask volunteers on those 

projects if they would fill out a short survey. In total, I contacted 23 projects of which 12 granted 

permission and had at least one volunteer respond to the survey. The goal of this approach was to get a 

wide sampling of different types of volunteers on different projects in order to better understand the 

scope of volunteering experiences. For the Library of Congress I worked directly with then community 

manager, Victoria van Hyning, to invite volunteers to take the survey both through a post to their 

discussion forums and a mention in the regular email newsletter sent to volunteers. These surveys 

included three more questions than the other surveys specifically about the training and support 

volunteers received from the Library of Congress. This formed a detailed case study as these survey 

respondents also made up 40% of the volunteer interview subjects that were recruited through the 

surveys. In this way I was hoping to get a deeper understanding of a specific case example, the By the 

People project so I could get more detailed accounts of the relationships between these stakeholders 

and the library. The SDC group of survey respondents was made up of those people who were not 

willing or available to be interviewed and their survey was identical to the Zooniverse survey. This survey 

was meant to just gather additional data to help contextualize the observations I had made during the 

SDC field research for the rest of the adults involved. I will provide more specifics regarding the St 

Dunstan’s project in the next section.  

3.3. Field research projects 

The early interview data and survey helped to shape the direction of two field research projects as well. 

What that data lacked was the practical execution of the ideas being proposed as well as a holistic 

observation of a community forming, developing, and operating in a sustainable way. As will be noted 

later in this chapter under biases and limitations, I knew that survey and interview data would only 

provide a snapshot of a particular feeling that subjects had about their relationship with crowdsourcing 

at that moment. While I did not know that the COVID-19 pandemic would happen, as is discussed later I 

the Conclusion, that proved to be exactly the kind of momentary impact that would affect data 

collection. Given this assumption of bias, I decided that I should also take an ethnographic approach to 

field observations. This felt appropriate because the goal of this work is to be of use to real world GLAM 

institutions therefore it would be ideal to have actual, practical, real world examples of building 

sustainable communities to base the findings on and provide contextualized guidance with. Additionally, 

as I have worked in the field and had some experience building communities in the past, I was going to 

have a personal connection to whatever groups I interviewed or surveyed or observed. Therefore, since 

ethnographic research often leverages the active participation of the researcher in the group in order to 
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get an insider perspective192 it seemed wise to turn to research methods which accepted this approach 

and were capable of setting boundaries to mitigate bias and inappropriate influences.  

When setting upon my ethnographic approach I knew I needed to find guidance that addressed both the 

digital nature of this project as well as the limitations of direct involvement in the community being 

observed. I found valuable resources from the Roy Rosenzweig Centre for History and New Media which 

has a number of digital ethnographic projects from the 2000s and 2010s in particular that highlight key 

areas of limitations such as user privacy, data protection, observing time displaced communications and 

the role of social media in this type of research. In particular I focused on the work of Courtney Rivard 

who specifically has written about the role of the archivist and the archives in digital ethnographic 

research. The key lesson learned was a reminder of the role of the archivist in general is to collect, and 

preserve records not to interpret or exhibit them. Rivard argues that the same applies when working 

with crowds and that the researcher should provide materials, support and training, but not take an 

active role in deciding the shape of the project.193 I decided then to shape both field research projects as 

invitations to learn skills about archives and crowdsourcing by working hands on with materials and 

build a general archive rather than a specific crowd project. The hope was that by taking this more 

passive role as an observer, I would be able to both protect participants by not taking direct control of 

their goals and also perhaps observe the organic nature of community formation that both Dunn & 

Hedges and Ridge highlight in their work.  

The first field project was to create an archive at St Dunstan’s College in SE London where there did not 

exist one before. Once completed, I would recruit volunteers to learn about digital archives while 

building one that students, parents, and alumni could engage with. I modeled my role after the 

community managers I had interviewed initially in 2016/2017 with a focus on recruitment, training, and 

providing technical support for volunteers. The volunteers themselves would be charged with 

conducting archival work such as digitizing assets, meta data entry, transcription, and organizing the 

digital archive categories and collections. Volunteers were drawn first from parents and alumni using the 

school’s regular newsletter and over the course of three years a total of five volunteers were recruited 

this way. After these volunteers established the digital archives in 2018, I also recruited students from 

the school aged 16 and up through a co-curricular school club. A total of twelve students joined through 

the co-curricular archives club. At any point in time there were no more than six volunteers actively 

working on the project. 

For all subjects, I observed their progress in terms of skills development as well as their general 

reactions to the work and the growth of the archive. I also made particular note of initiatives undertaken 

by volunteers, which are discussed throughout the chapters here, and made informal enquiries about 

what motivated volunteers to want to start a project or continue to work on projects. For the initial five 

adult volunteers, they were all sent a survey identical to the one sent to Zooniverse project volunteers as 

discussed above. All of those five were asked if they would participate in an interview, two of them did 

so. These were the only two adult volunteers who were healthy enough to participate in an interview as 

 
192 Mike Allen, The SAGE Encyclopedia of Communication Research Methods (2455 Teller Road, Thousand 

Oaks California 91320: SAGE Publications, Inc, 2017), https://doi.org/10.4135/9781483381411. 
193 Poletti, Anna, and Julie Rak. Identity Technologies : Constructing the Self Online. Madison, Wisconsin: The 
University of Wisconsin Press, 2014. P 134 

https://doi.org/10.4135/9781483381411
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COVID-19 impacted gathering more interviews from adult volunteers in 2020. I did not do any interviews 

with the students from St Dunstan’s who volunteered in the archive out of ethical concerns. 

Additionally, on the digital archive and the archive’s Facebook page, volunteers were allowed to identify 

themselves and the contributions they made to the digital archive as evidence of the work they were 

able to complete. Of all sixteen total volunteers, four of them included their name and accomplishments 

in these spaces.  

The St Dunstan’s Archives is a case example of ethnography because interviews were only conducted 

with two participants while a further fourteen were observed and the output was considered part of the 

process. Since the goal was to better understand the relationship between institution and volunteer, 

ethnographic observations wherein I played the part of the institutional employee seemed to fit this 

study well. I was able to test the ideas I was getting from interviews with real life subjects and observe 

the results. I chose this ethnographic approach for ethical reasons. Because some of the subjects were in 

the 16-18 age range, I did not want to collect survey data or conduct interviews because I considered it 

ethically unstable to do so. Instead, by having those students sign up for an co-curricular program with 

parental consent forms that included mention of the thesis and assurances that no data, especially 

names, would be collected best fit the ethics approval appropriate for this study.  

From an ethics standpoint, I became an employee at St. Dunstan's in part to ensure I could observe a 

wide range of people (16-80 years old, various social and cultural backgrounds) in a safe environment. I 

was required to undergo the same safeguard background investigation and training as any teacher. I 

would be best suited to protect subjects as an employee than as an observer from a university because I 

had that training and support. It also helped to fund the study since I was a self-funded PhD student and 

received payment from the school to help with building a physical archive, managing a student club 

activity, and providing other teaching services at the school unrelated to my research. It also gave a 

unique perspective because SDC was a kind of tabula rasa in the cultural heritage space. There had been 

a small archive thirty years before but no such cultural collection was extant when I started there. No 

one had training, no connections existed to other cultural heritage institutions. Yet there was a benefit 

to the school in doing this as other schools had engaged in archives as part of their curriculum but 

always from a top-down perspective. Here was a chance to test the potential of the engaged crowd 

selected of course from groups with pre-existing interest (student, alumni, parent) but with no 

experience of archives and no firm idea of what such a project could achieve.  As a result of this 

professional relationship, my research was impacted by needing to meet the professional demands of 

the archives which were part of the school's development program. This had an impact on what got 

emphasized (WWI, sports material) and who showed a keen interest in participating. In this way SDC 

stands as a useful and unique opportunity to try out crowdsourcing and volunteering sustainability but it 

is also a case that is limited by its purpose and my own biases in being employed by the school.  

After May 2020, I was no longer employed by the school as an archivist. The entire archive, both 

physical and digital, was turned over to volunteers to manage. Several appointments were scheduled to 

check in on the progress of the archives and its digital output in particular. They were interrupted by the 

COVID-19 pandemic but relevant emails and evidence of output will be included where it applies to the 

research.  
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The second field research project was called “Meta community” and despite the fact that it did not meet 

initial goals there was valuable data to be gained from the experience.  The plan was to create an online 

archive that would include all of the data related to my own research including full recordings of all 

interviews, transcriptions of those interviews, training modules developed for all volunteer groups, 

transcriptions of group collaboration, and the survey data collected from those groups. This would stand 

as a searchable database of the research as opposed to a written summary. There would also be an 

accounting of the field research in real time as data was uploaded throughout the research period. This 

archive would form the major resources behind the development of a digital community made up of 

volunteers from digital communities being researched. In a sense, this archive would be the basis for a 

meta-community made up of digital communities from the GLAM sector. The first training materials 

were uploaded in January of 2018. Invitations to join were sent exclusively to research subjects from 

SDC, and interview subjects.  

If the meta-community was successful in generating conversations and output, then it would stand as an 

original and valuable piece of research that lives beyond the scope of this paper. If it failed to generate a 

community then it would provide a valuable null-data set. A simple survey would follow should anyone 

decide not to participate as to their reasons for not joining the project. From this survey data reasonable 

conclusions could be reached as to the major challenges facing the development of crowd sourcing 

communities. Further, this data would provide evidence on the difficulty of cooperative research across 

institutions about crowdsourcing. If after one year it became clear the meta-community will not 

generate new data, then the researcher could follow up with interviews where possible to discuss the 

lack of communication across projects and the affect that has on the sustainability of crowdsourcing 

communities.  

In the end, no subjects who were invited signed up to the Meta-community Omeka page created as a 

landing site. After six months, no further invitations were sent, and the site was shut down in January of 

2019. When asked why they did not sign up, invitees reported via email that they simply did not have 

the time to participate. This still provides a small but valuable null data set regarding the time 

commitments of volunteers and community managers as well as the importance of making it clear what 

value contributors get from participating in a crowd project.  

3.4. Ethics Review  

I first submitted a REMAS ethics review in January of 2017 under the guidance of Mark Hedges. We 

determined the process to be minimal risk because: 

1. No experiments were being done on people; interviews were gathering data but only data 

willing to be shared  

2. All data would be anonymized unless explicit permission was granted in written or recorded 

form  

In November of 2017 a further review of REMAS was considered in the light of the SDC case study. 

Again, it was determined with REMAS under Hedges’ guidance that if all participants were 16 or older, 

permission was given by students and parents and the school, all data was anonymized for the project, 

and no experiments were being performed just observations made AND if interviews/surveys were only 

conducted with subjects 18 or older then this remained under the minimal risk category. I therefore 
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designed the process to fit the minimal risk category so that I had the most  flexibility with using the 

data and there were no additional layers after the data collection and anonymization process that 

needed to be carried out. REMAS guidelines on data storage all using Office 365 were followed to the 

letter and in compliance with GDPR guidelines as well.  

With regards to non-anonymous interview subjects throughout the paper: All of them are or were 

professional members of the organizations involved and have public profiles associated with those 

institutions. Consent was received either in written form (email) or recorded form (verbal given at the 

start of interview recording) and can be found in the transcripts and emails stored for research. The 

decision was made to not anonymize these subjects because specific details would be discussed about 

their projects in the thesis. There was no way to discuss these projects and utilize data from these 

interviews and effectively maintain the anonymity of the subjects. Therefore, I sought consent to use 

their names in order to ensure I could use the interview data when discussing the relevant projects. If I 

were to do this again, I would give every interview subject a clear opt-in/out consent form that included 

a clear timeline of how long the data would be stored for and explicitly what it would be used for.  

Further, there are some main ethical concerns with my methodology that I will address here. First, 

working in a school opens up issues about the ability of students, even those who are 18 years old, to 

consent to data being gathered. I worked around that by minimizing their involvement but the finished 

archive which stands as evidence of the work was indeed put together partially by students. The 

anonymity of contributions does protect their data, and no interview or survey data was gathered from 

students which mitigates this issue but it cannot be completely eradicated. Second, semi-structured 

interviews have the risk of being leading. Using a more historical, Socratic method of investigation 

means that my own biases can potentially impact how a question gets asked and what kind of responses 

come from subjects. I attempted to mitigate this issue by using a baseline of starting questions but some 

interview data is likely biased by the follow questions posed during interviews. Third, the labor model 

theory of volunteering is applicable in terms of research volunteers as well. Is it asking too much of 

people who are volunteers to do more volunteering outside the bounds of what they already do and 

have agreed to? You can ask for consent and that mitigates the ethical concerns but it does not erase 

the fact that people who are being asked to work for free are being asked to do more work for free in 

the form of surveys and interviews. Finally, in some ways this work is critical of the practices in 

institutions with regards to crowdsourcing projects. Especially the chapter on threats to sustainability. 

That was not necessarily clear to either me or the interview subjects when interviews were being 

conducted and that might not necessarily be fair to them when it comes to the informed consent they 

gave.  

 

3.5. Biases and limitations 

There are clear biases present in this data that influence the overall conclusions. Firstly, all the subjects 

interviewed are fluent in English, and the projects to which surveys were sent are conducted in English. 

This narrows the scope of the study to GLAM and cultural heritage in the English-speaking world, and 

the conclusions may not necessarily apply in other linguistic or cultural contexts.  
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Secondly, the study assumes that its research subjects have standard access to digital technology (in 

particular, the Internet/Web) and are not left out by the digital divide. This issue is particularly relevant 

for defining the idea of a ‘crowd’, and for interviewees who unintentionally include non-digital 

participation in their responses to questions. To mitigate this, it was agreed before recording I 

confirmed with interview subjects how many digital projects they worked on, and that we were to focus 

only on their experiences with those projects. There is at least one interview subject who discussed non-

digital volunteer work done from home, and in this case the data was flagged for relevancy.  

Third, almost all the projects surveyed, and subjects interviewed, either work for a GLAM institution in a 

professional capacity or volunteer for them and have given written or verbal consent concerning 

communication they may have about their work outside of the institution. This may influence answers 

as subjects may be biased towards their host institutions, and so questions have largely been focused 

away from the institution’s general decision making except were explicitly noted.  

Fourth, the voluntary nature of responses to surveys and interview requests made of crowdsourcing 

volunteers has consequences for the kinds of people that respond. The types of personalities, privileges, 

and availability of the subjects who responded to these requests is significant in understanding 

crowdsourcing volunteers, but it cannot be said to be representative of all volunteers. There is little that 

can be done to address this issue as ethically it is necessary to make voluntary requests for participation, 

but acknowledging this bias is helpful in framing the conclusions.  

Positionality, my voice impacts the interviews because I ask a lot of questions that are what I have an 

interest in. My background and training comes from the history field which has always given me a 

different approach even as I worked in archives and libraries. The historian’s voice and interests are 

almost never missing from a work of historical research. I often teach undergraduate students about the 

impact that the author has on a historical narrative being as significant as the facts of the case. As this 

has been my experience, I did the same thing here when drafting questions and conducting informal 

interviews. I have already seen in my teaching a group of twelve teenagers with no background in 

archives manage to build a digital collection and exhibit in the space of six weeks. I am as interested in 

recreating that experience in the public between GLAM institutions and volunteers as I am in finding 

answers to the questions of sustainability. That shaped my emphasis on educational relationships which 

forms Chapter 6 in many ways. In the end this should be accounted for when reading this research that I 

accept my role as observer having a major impact on exactly what gets observed.  

While the term GLAM is used throughout, “LAM” would be more appropriate as no galleries appear in 

my research. This opens the opportunity to talk about the differences between the three institutions. In 

my observations the following tends to hold true. Libraries are better suited to direct engagement with 

the public from a skills/education background because they largely provide services to empower people 

to do their own work. This insight comes from my experience working at the front desk at libraries in the 

past as well as from my observations of the Library of Congress and the way they interact with 

volunteers on the By the People project. Archives are better suited to provide vast resources and are on 

the forefront of streamlining the digitization process. This is particularly true of various national archives 

which have a vested interest in streamlining the digitization process to provide a seamless and efficient 

experience for their user base. Museums are better suited to relevant public discourse, outreach, and 

engagement programming. They have the power to bring people in and get them into the conversation. 
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They very public and curated experience that defines museums is clear evidence that public 

engagement, rather than public support as is the case with libraries, is the strength of the museum. 

Galleries are simply the space I have no experience with. I found little in terms of crowds connecting to 

galleries specifically during my first three years of research and so I have left them out. There are 

examples of this connection that are worthy of inclusion in future research. For example, the Citizen 

Salon project demonstrates the interconnectivity between the artists and observers of art as separate 

and combined crowds.194 That and other gallery based crowd projects were not ones I was fully capable 

of engaging with and in some ways they tended to step out of the bounds of exactly what I was focusing 

on in terms of institution and volunteer relationships.  

There is also a group of people who are part of the larger community question but remain absent from 

this discussion and that is the end users of the projects i.e. the general public. On the practical side of 

things, I do not think this study had the time and scope to include visitors/users/non-volunteer 

members of the public as part of the community. Accessing community managers and volunteers was a 

straightforward path given the time allotted for a PhD in the UK as it was a simple task of finding 

projects and contacting community managers then getting permission to ask for volunteers to 

contribute. All of that happened via forums and the existing communication infrastructure. Reaching the 

public would have required a call to the public and filtering results and a host of other steps that a 

single, self-funded, researcher would struggle to do.  

In terms of theory, I came upon the idea of the volunteer-institution relationship quite early as the core 

concept I wanted to focus on. This is in part due to my background in teaching and education and seeing 

the way that dedicated volunteers can contribute substantially under the right guidance from an 

institutional stakeholder (in this case, me). Also, when I was surveying the crowdsourcing field in 

2016/2017 at the start of the research, I had Hedges/Dunn and Ridge as my guides and they discussed 

the significance of the role of the community manager and a growing sense of the importance of that 

idea. As I began conducting interviews, my subjects repeated similar stories about the supreme 

importance of volunteer management and relationships. It seemed to me the most significant factor 

that any stakeholder could actually have control over was this relationship dynamic between the 

institution and the volunteers through some form of community management. That is why it is the first 

chapter after defining key terms. Essentially, the bedrock of the community is these volunteers feeling 

engaged with the institution in some way and without that there is nothing for the general public to 

participate in. Therefore, while the public is a worthwhile pursuit in terms of research, it is simply not in 

the scope of this particular study. I will return to this idea later in the conclusion as an area for future 

research.   

 

 

 

 
194 See http://artcollection.upenn.edu/cs/ for details.  
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Chapter 4: 

Community & Sustainability 

As demonstrated in the literature review, there does not exist an adequate theoretical model for the 

sustainability of crowdsourcing communities in the GLAM sector. The main purpose of this thesis is to 

identify what metrics of sustainability impact the communities that are associated with crowdsourcing 

projects in the GLAM sector. This will require an in-depth understanding of the different types of 

communities that arise and the ways in which these communities interact, grow, and persist. 

Establishing a relevant and applicable definition of ‘community’ is essential before a model of a 

sustainable community can be proposed. Additionally, the term sustainability will need to be clarified in 

detail. Sustainability is a term that has been used with increasing frequency in relation to a broad range 

of human activities from energy consumption, building construction, to urban planning; however, it is 

also important to understand the concept of sustainability specifically as it relates to crowdsourcing, 

something that will be addressed in this chapter.  It will be the goal of this research to understand what 

factors and characteristics of crowdsourcing projects either facilitate or limit the development of 

sustainable communities. 

The significance of sustainable communities for crowdsourcing in both the cultural heritage and citizen 

science fields has been highlighted by recent research in these fields. The work of Dunn & Hedges 

established that community formation is frequently observed in crowdsourcing and that the 

management of these communities is essential for meeting long-term project goals195. A range of 

creators of large-scale projects at the Library of Congress,196 the British Library,197 Zooniverse,198 and 

various national archives report in papers and conference presentations that building and sustaining the 

community aspect of crowdsourcing is a goal of rising importance. What is sometimes overlooked in 

those conversations, however, is what is meant by community and sustainability. Community is 

sometimes assumed to be equivalent to any crowd and other times thought of as a smaller, more social 

version of the crowd.199 The former conceptualization makes it difficult to think in terms of the 

application of sustainable practices, because if crowds are already communities there seems to be no 

need to take any further steps. The latter concept is far too limiting because it excludes the real 

communities of varying types that emerge in crowdsourcing projects of all sizes.  

 
195 Mark Hedges and Stuart Dunn, Academic Crowdsourcing in the Humanities: Crowds, Communities and Co-
Production, 2018, p 153  
196 Trevor Owens, ‘Making Room in the Crowd: Library Teleworkers Transcribing in Extraordinary Times | The 
Signal’, webpage, 20 July 2021, //blogs.loc.gov/thesignal/2021/07/making-room-in-the-crowd-library-teleworkers-
transcribing-in-extraordinary-times/. 
197 Proceedings of the conference on Crowdsourcing hosted by the National Archives UK November, 2018. 
198 G. G. Graham et al., ‘How Is Success Defined and Measured in Online Citizen Science: A Case Study of 
Zooniverse Projects’, Computing in Science and Engineering PP, no. 99 (13 May 2015):  (22). 
199 Caroline Daniels et al., “Community as Resource: Crowdsourcing Transcription of an Historic Newspaper,” 
Journal of Electronic Resources Librarianship 26, no. 1 (2014): 36–48, 
https://doi.org/10.1080/1941126X.2014.877332. 



51 
 
 

 

As regards sustainability, data from the interviews with crowdsourcing project managers undertaken for 

this study have suggested that there are two common criteria used to define the concept. The first of 

these criteria is growth in terms of the number of participants on a project.200  The parameters of this 

growth are not stated precisely by any of the interview subjects; however the general consensus is that 

project managers, such as Mia Ridge and Victoria van Hyning want to see more new volunteers join the 

project than current volunteers leave the project. Essentially, a net increase in membership is 

considered ‘more sustainable’ than a net zero or net decrease.201 The second criterion frequently 

mentioned is the growth of the project in terms of its goals, resources, and outputs. For some project 

managers, the fact that a crowdsourcing project can pivot from one type of work being done or one data 

set being worked with to another is an indicator of sustainability. However, these criteria of 

sustainability do not always correspond with the interests expressed by volunteers interview for this 

study; their motivation to continue to participate is the largest limiting factor to the sustainability of the 

community from a ground-up perspective.202 While the goals of project organizers and volunteers can be 

complementary, it is necessary to understand the ways in which they can be so and how stakeholders 

from across a crowdsourcing project can better understand their part in building and sustaining a 

community.   

First, then, it will be necessary to establish what is a community in the context of crowdsourcing, then 

what is meant by sustainability, in order to apply the latter to the former. The definition of 

crowdsourcing community will begin by surveying the current literature on the concept of digital 

community in the cultural heritage sector. This will provide us with an understanding of the forms that 

participation in a digital community can take, and the differing examples of who a participant is in a 

digital community, which will help to ground the concept of digital community in the people and actions 

that constitute one. Beyond the review of the literature, interview data with community managers as 

well as volunteers will help to contextualize the concept of community for GLAM crowdsourcing, in 

particular by identifying the ways in which institutions have tried to build community and what sense of 

community already exists among those who participate in these projects.  Once a working definition of 

community is established, the idea of sustainability as it relates to community can be broached. While 

there is little work on the sustainability of digital communities specifically, a survey of major models of 

sustainability that are used in relation to various real-world communities will help provide context for a 

specific definition. These models of sustainability will allow us to create a lens through which to view 

digital communities and provide a set of metrics by which to evaluate how sustainable they are. This 

framework will then be applicable to the remaining set of chapters in this study and will be develop a 

model of a sustainable crowdsourcing community.  

4.1 Community 

The term community might be much simpler to understand than sustainability, due to its common usage 

in many disciplines. However, precisely because of this general usage, it is important to clarify what is 

meant by community within the context of this thesis, as there are a variety of definitions that could be 

applied to crowdsourcing. A good place to start would be the work of Jason Ohler who was been 

 
200 Mia Ridge, interview by Author, London, February 14, 2020. 
201 Ben Brumfield, interview by Author, London, April 17, 2019. 
202 Based on survey data from appendix B  
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publishing academic books on the concept of digital community since 1994.203 Ohler begins by defining 

community in its general usage as the innate human drive to congregate into groups in order to reach 

shared and individual goals204. This definition is applicable to almost any experience, so it is important to 

refine the concept of community if we are to address in a substantive way the sustainability of 

community within crowdsourcing. Ohler also notes that for much of human history, citizenship has been 

a “vague concept with little support.”205 The general vagueness of digital citizenship remains muddied by 

the official definition provided by The MIT Press as “the ability to participate in society online.”206 This 

lack of specificity in the general definition of the term ‘digital community’ makes it impossible to start 

from a common concept and work towards a more specific one. Rather, the more effective approach 

will be to start by reviewing the ways in which communities are perceived in the GLAM crowdsourcing 

sphere and then to build a more applicable definition from those constituent parts. Along the way it will 

be important to contextualize these examples with relevant debates about digital communities. Those 

debates include Ohler’s own emphasis on the significance of citizenship in digital spaces, as well as its 

relationship to the idea of the digital nomad. The other relevant debate being had in the GLAM sector is 

that of the relationship between institutions and the labor being provided by digital volunteers.  

From these debates on digital community and their examples in the GLAM crowdsourcing space I will 

develop models of digital community that contribute to one cohesive definition. First, I will focus on the 

community built around shared interest, either in the work being performed or the subject matter. This 

particular model is important to start with because the survey data collected for this study shows a 

strong correlation between interest and continued participation in all aspects of a crowdsourcing project 

including community.207 Second, and to provide more context for these communities of interest, is a 

community of exchange. These communities do not rely on subject interest but incentivize participation 

through an exchange of personal or professional gains. They are in many ways the antithesis of a 

community of engagement and help to understand aspects of community which the former cannot. 

Additionally, the ‘digital graffiti’ concept can provide context for another type of community one that is 

not rooted in the more traditional institutional model. The next step will be to look at the differences 

between digital citizens and digital nomads. These two ideas help to understand the modes of 

investment individuals have in their digital communities. This distinction between citizen and nomad 

goes beyond what brings individuals to the idea of forming a digital community and further explores 

how communities structure themselves and develop. This debate will be crucial in helping to connect 

the concept of community to that of sustainability.  

4.1.1 Modeling Community: Community Sourcing  

One of the ongoing debates in the cultural heritage crowdsourcing space is whether ‘crowdsourcing’ is 

in fact the most appropriate term to describe it. Several alternative phrases and portmanteau terms 

have been proposed, and among them the term ‘community sourcing’ appears frequently. The 

 
203 ‘Digital Citizenship | Bio Information’, bigideas, accessed 15 December 2021, 
https://www.jasonohlerideas.com/portfolio. 
204 Ohler, Jason. Digital Community, Digital Citizen. Thousand Oaks, Calif: Corwin Press, 2010.pg 35  
205 Ibid  
206 The MIT Press, ‘Digital Citizenship | The MIT Press’ (The MIT Press), accessed 2 September 2020, 
https://mitpress.mit.edu/books/digital-citizenship. 
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definition of this term can be quite loose; for example, Rachel Happe from Community Round Table 

describes it more as a “feeling of togetherness rather than an explicit and definable idea.”208 Scholars 

such as Mia Ridge provide a narrower definition that focuses on specific types of relationships created 

between volunteers and institutions.209 Getting clarity on the debate over the use of the term 

‘community sourcing’ and its competitors is beneficial, as it enables us to derive a sense of what at least 

some among the cultural heritage sector currently see as a community. That pre-existing perspective 

within the GLAM industry helps to establish a framework to build a more specific and nuanced definition 

of community upon. 

Community sourcing is typically defined by the ways in which it restricts relationships between a cultural 

heritage institution and potential participants in a digital project. The first appearance of the term, in a 

marketing blog in 2010, simply defines community sourcing as a closed system “by invitation only, so 

this represents a private space to have conversations that aren’t open to the world.”210 In this sense, 

then, community sourcing is defined by limiting access to discussion and the cultivation of a community 

of exclusivity. The blog goes on to give more context to this exclusivity and explains that the community 

is closed off only to those who do not have a stake in the project itself.211 In this respect, the definition 

has similarities with that proposed by Mia Ridge, when exploring alternatives to the term 

“crowdsourcing”, such as “nichesourcing” or “citizen historians.” Ridge defines the participants in a 

community sourcing project as being identified by their shared interest and investment in the topic of 

the project.212 The exclusivity of the community differs, however, as it is emergent rather than  

prescribed because there is already a shared interest among the group in question.  

Community sourcing reveals that one of the key types of communities in the digital GLAM sector is one 

that fosters engagement based on enthusiasm and exploration of shared interests. Citizens of this 

community are indifferent to the practice being shared or the ways they can build and improve the 

community unless those things bring them closer to the subject for which they have a pre-existing 

passion. A survey from Zooniverse in 2015 identified interest in the topic of a given project as the 

number one cited reason for participation but also interest in the type of work (ie. transcription) also 

ranked high.213 A more recent survey from the Library of Congress in 2021 found that ‘interest in the 

topic’ was the third most popular response regarding why volunteers participate behind ‘giving back’ 

and ‘making collections accessible.’214 Of the volunteers surveyed for this study, 21% listed “other” as 

one of their motivations for participating in crowdsourcing projects. Of those responses, all but two add 

that interest in the project topic or in a type of history/cultural heritage is what drew their attention to 

the projects they work on. Examples of this include the 2012 Australian Newspapers digitization project 

 
208 Interview with Rachel Happe conducted by author, London, October 24, 2019  
209 Mia Ridge, interview by Author, London, 14 February 2020 
210 “‘Crowdsourcing’ vs. ‘Community Sourcing’ | Millennial Marketing,” accessed September 8, 2020, 
http://www.millennialmarketing.com/2010/09/crowdsourcing-vs-community-sourcing/. 
211 Ibid 
212 Mia Ridge, “From Tagging to Theorizing: Deepening Engagement with Cultural Heritage through 
Crowdsourcing,” Curator: The Museum Journal 56, no. 4 (2013): 435–50, https://doi.org/10.1111/cura.12046. 
213 TTFNROB, ‘Who Are The Zooniverse Community? We Asked Them…’, Zooniverse (blog), 5 March 2015, 
https://blog.zooniverse.org/2015/03/05/who-are-the-zooniverse-community-we-asked-them/. 
214 Carlyn Osborn, ‘Summer 2021 Volunteer Survey: What Motivates “By the People” Volunteers? | The Signal’, 
webpage, 10 November 2021, //blogs.loc.gov/thesignal/2021/11/btp-volunteer-survey/. 
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which concluded in their survey that participants were motivated more by altruistic advocacy for a 

subject of interest rather than for a particular institution or type or work being performed.215 

Meanwhile, Tottenham Hotspur Foundation community manager Joanna Yeung notes that while skills 

learned were part of the motivation for project participants, it was preserving and promoting the 

heritage of the neighborhood of Tottenham that was a major motivation.216 Additionally, volunteers 

including Subjects D and F have similar remarks about sharing passions with fellow participants and how 

that fueled further interest in building deeper relationships with other participants beyond volunteer 

colleagues.217  This type of shared passion lends itself to a more intimate relationship with the 

community and prompts participants to think of themselves as a kind of ‘digital citizen’ a concept which 

will be explored in the next section.  

In addition to defining a community in terms of shared interests, the differing types of relationships that 

volunteers have with an institution are often cited as part of the definition of community sourcing. Ridge 

points to the term community sourcing meaning that the crowd themselves are drawn from people who 

have an existing relationship with the institution (either volunteering or regular attendance of 

events/exhibits, etc.)  leading the project.218 This would likely meet the criteria for a community of 

shared interest as any individual who already volunteers, or donates, or simply visits an institution on a 

regular basis demonstrates an interest in the topics that institution builds projects about. This definition 

is both limiting and vague, rather than being valuable in building an inclusive definition of sustainable 

digital community, it leaves out large numbers of potential participants who share and interest in the 

topic. The Micropasts project conducted a survey of participants and found that of the 313 people 

surveyed, fewer than 20 had any previous relationship with an archaeological or historical society.219 So 

the idea that community sourcing is just a way of building the digital community on an already existing 

physical community does not hold up, although it may leverage such pre-existing links to enhance 

community building. Instead, this community of shared interest is lacking in what it means by ‘interest’ 

beyond the boundaries of the specific institution that is involved in the crowdsourcing project.  

In this way, a digital community could be defined by the willingness of its participants to engage with the 

material of the project. However, there are limitations to this definition. As the Micropasts survey 

highlights, not all participants share an equal passion for the subject. More than 75% of participants who 

initially joined the project have done little or no work towards the project’s goals.224 If interest in the 

subject is one of the potential factors for choosing to work on the Micropasts project then this lack of 

engagement shows that interest in the subject alone is not the sole determinant of a community.  Any 

 
215 Sultana Lubna Alam and John Campbell, ‘Crowdsourcing Motivations in a Not-for-Profit GLAM Context : The 
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number of factors could limit participation including time constraints, or even level of enthusiasm for 

the subject225 but either way the 25% of participants who do make up the Micropasts community have 

something else beyond that initial spark of interest in a subject that makes them a community. By 

exploring some other motivations for forming digital communities, especially around the act of working 

and engaging with a project and fellow participants, that mechanism which turns interest into 

something deeper can be better understood.  

What community sourcing reveals about the nature of digital community ties back to that organic 

development that Dunn & Hedges bring up frequently in their work. The transition from casual 

engagement to a deeper and more meaningful experience rooted in social interaction is this shared 

interest and passion that motivates the development of community sourcing. Whereas platforms like 

Zooniverse draw users in by promising them minimal time commitment based on their interests and 

availability, as those crowds transform into communities, they still share the goal of working together 

towards a project’s end, but the level of interest spreads beyond the bounds of a small initial 

investment. Community sourcing therefore tells us that one of the key factors that defines digital 

community is not just a shared interest, but an interest that goes beyond the threshold of curiosity and 

starts to influence the identity of those members involved.  

4.1.2 Modeling Community: The Case of ‘Digital Graffiti’  

The physical version of graffiti has a mixed history of being considered both vandalism and art, and its 

digital version has carried forward that legacy in many ways. Part of the reason for this is the competing 

definitions of what constitutes digital graffiti. One of the earliest publications on the topic in 2004, 

considers digital graffiti to be digital content that anonymously connects individual contributions to an 

open audience with a public feedback option or “person to place to people to persons content.” 226 

Examples of this kind of content include annotations on public websites, tagging, as well as open 

comments on and augmentations of published material.227 This definition overlaps a great deal with the 

concept of crowdsourcing. More recent analysis of the topic sees the concept as leveraging new 

technologies such as Augmented Reality to adapt physical graffiti to the digital space.228 Digital graffiti 

can thus range from activities as commonplace as adding tags to web-based materials, through to the 

ability to draw virtually on a historical monument through a phone app while visiting its location.229 

Common to both these open-ended and very specific conceptualizations of digital graffiti is the idea of a 

semantic relationship, the idea that the nature of the graffiti is rooted in the relationship between the 

 
225 A passing curiosity in the Micropasts project could bring some potential volunteers to the site for a day but 
perhaps upon closer inspection the project was not as interesting as they initially thought.  
226 Scott Carter et al., “Digital Graffiti: Public Annotation of Multimedia Content,” in Extended Abstracts of the 2004 
Conference on Human Factors and Computing Systems  - CHI ’04 (Extended abstracts of the 2004 conference, 
Vienna, Austria: ACM Press, 2004), 1207,  
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thing being graffitied and the content of the graffiti itself.230 For example, a random string of letters and 

numbers tagged as a comment on a photo is pure vandalism, where as a story of the relevance of the 

photo to a dead relative is a relevant addition to the content of the photo itself. Both are technically 

examples of digital graffiti, but only the latter can create shared understanding and build relationships 

between the material, the graffiti maker, and the audience.  

Beyond this definition is the concept of a digital community that is created from digital graffiti. The 

emphasis on what is digital graffiti is often put upon the interactions between creators and audiences 

through a digital work and through additions to that work. In this sense, every person involved with a 

digital work is a producer and an active consumer of the work, also known as a prosumer.231 Prosumers 

are motivated towards building community through the exchange of content for more content.232 By 

adding, augmenting, and commenting on a site and the graffiti generated by other prosumers they 

exchange ideas, they provoke thought, and they engage each other in artwork. Community is created 

around this exchange. A community of exchange is less about interest in a topic and focuses on interest 

in the relationships created between members who build trust through give and take.233 In the GLAM 

sector one example of this is geo-tagging monuments. User-generated tags start by providing practical 

information about a given cultural location so that users learn to trust each other and reciprocate with 

their own relevant information. As time goes by, two phenomena emerge: first, the type of information 

provided begins to include personal (and often intentionally humorous) additions that develop 

organically in groups that frequently exchange with one another.234 Secondly, those groups that 

frequently exchange with one another move together as one unit from monument to monument and 

have an exclusive relationship with one another forming a cohort.235 The back and forth exchange builds 

trust and from that trust a community of these smaller cohorts comes together.  

This community of exchange commonplace in GLAM crowdsourcing and is part of developing shared 

interest in a topic into a more cohesive community system. Many crowdsourcing projects in cultural 

heritage involve volunteers adding to or augmenting previously created digital content that in most 

cases is a digital surrogate for a physical representation in a museum, archive, library, or gallery. A 

transcription of a paper written by Jeremy Bentham in University College London’s archive changes the 

way users interact with that paper by making it a searchable document.236 Further, relevant tags can 

help users connect disparate pieces of Bentham’s work and form their own understanding of what the 

material says and how his ideas developed. Those new pathways of understanding can then be fed back 

into the system through commentary, causing researchers and other participants to reconsider their 
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own interaction with his work and potentially creating a new crowdsourcing project for those papers. 

Meanwhile, any researcher who accesses the transcribed works may find new context for the content by 

requesting to see the physical objects in UCL’s research room. While this community of exchange does 

not necessarily contain person to person direct interaction, there are countless points of many to many 

interactions taking place over the length of the project. The community does not resemble a church or a 

workplace but is in many ways similar to a neighborhood. Neighbors can have relationships based on 

indirect exchange in the form of things like lawn care, safe driving practices, or sensible noise regulation. 

These are aspects of community building which alter the relationships between individuals but do not 

require anyone to know who they are interacting with. Similarly, the digital graffiti nature of 

crowdsourcing may involve direct communication between individuals, but that is not a requirement to 

create a community of exchange based on the work being done and the audience that interacts with 

that work.   

4.1.3 Modeling Community: Digital Citizenship 

Digital citizenship, not unlike community, has several competing definitions. While the term citizen on 

its own can refer to persons who are engaged in the civic life of a physical region the definition does not 

make an easy transition to the digital space. One definition of citizen could mean that a person in 

London need only to engage in the civic life of the city through actions such as voting, working, 

spending, volunteering, to be considered a citizen. According to this conception of citizenship, as long as 

they participate in the political, economic, or social aspects of the city and receive output from the city 

in the same way (notably by living there) they are citizens of London. However, the political and 

economic aspects of the digital space are not the same as in the physical space Spending money at 

Amazon does not make one a citizen of Amazon because there is a disconnect between Amazon and any 

geographic region in a way that a store on a local high street contributes directly to its local area. Along 

the same lines a person cannot vote for an MP of the internet to represent their interests. The global 

nature of the internet means that defining digital citizenship has to adapt to the way in which people 

engage with digital spaces.   

In some ways it is possible to get closer to the definition of digital citizenship by understanding it 

through accessibility. According to Mossberger, et al. 2020, a digital citizen is, in its most basic sense, a 

person who uses the internet daily. This is one side of the digital divide where the other side is made up 

of people that are unable to connect to the internet or have limited access/skills.237 The digital citizen 

here is defined as the opposite of what they are not: they are not restricted in their ability to participate 

in the online world. Once a person becomes a regular digital participant, their identity is inextricably 

linked to the digital in terms of learning, economic potential, and social interaction. Choi, et al. 2017 

argue that self-efficacy, or the ability to accomplish a certain task, is essential to defining digital 

citizenship. Those who believe they can be technologically capable are digital citizens and those who 

believe they cannot are not.238 This takes a more expansive view of who is left out by the digital divide 
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and includes those who have access to broadband internet but are lacking the necessary skills to take 

advantage of this access. Even more so, Choi is arguing that people who do not believe in themselves as 

technology users are also on the wrong side of the digital divide. Another divide that can be used to 

define a form of digital citizen is the “civic divide.”239 For young people in particular, the growing 

opportunities for civic engagement, including activism or any other activity that furthers “the wellbeing 

of some larger group of which one is a member”, help to define them as digital citizens.240 In this sense, 

the term digital citizen becomes something more tangible and substantial than simply ‘daily user’, with 

‘citizen’ being restricted to those who are active participants rather than passive ones. The civic divide is 

thus a kind of digital divide, whereby people who have a purely passive relationship with online activity 

still do not have full access to the digital world and thus digital citizenship.   

Another aspect of digital citizenship is the relationship between citizens’ individual identities and the 

communities they participate in online. Ohler outlines the natural tendency of people towards 

community, and in the digital space there is a similar sense of localness that comes from that 

tendency.241 This process is facilitated by the things around which digital communities form: shared 

interests or goals of their citizens. For example, a web forum about a musical artist may have thousands 

of digital citizens from around the world, but still feel like a neighborhood because citizens interact 

regularly and intimately.242 Choi offers an explanation for this feeling as being rooted in the 

transparency of online interaction between individuals, meaning that interactions are often observable 

to those outside the relationship.243 For example the public visibility of social media interactions or how 

web forums are a shared space where individuals can carry out conversations in full public view. In the 

digital space, the networks of relationships developed between people are created by individuals rather 

than institutions. In non-digital space, a person might make friends at work, or school, or church but 

those relationships are built around the shared relationship to the institution and its goals. In the digital 

space, the relationship is built entirely on the give and take between the stakeholders, individuals seek 

to meet their own needs from relationships rather than being influenced by institutional goals.244 This is 

similar to the concept of ‘networked individualism’ put forward by Barry Wellman. Wellman argues that 

the rise of always on mobile technology and social networking has expanded personal relationships 

beyond traditional, local boundaries.245 This supports Choi’s assertion of the significance of transparency 

because Wellman points to the removal of hierarchical controls in social interaction as a positive step 

towards developing deeper connection.246 There remains an element of control over information in 

these spaces, but participation in a digital community is not tied to anything beyond the needs of the 

individual.247 This is not like showing up to church solely because of the pressure the institution exerts, 

or the pressure from family. GLAM institutions lack the same cultural context as an authority that 
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school, church, work, and other common community gathering places. In the digital space, GLAM 

institutions are one of a multitude of options for users to engage with as opposed to traditional 

communities where there are few options to engage with others such as local authorities that are tied to 

civic or moral identity. Instead, individuals in the crowd participate as a citizen of a digital community 

because of what they get out of those relationships. 

An example of this type of digital citizenship in the field of crowdsourcing is provided by the Old 

Weather project. In short, the project started out as a citizen science project to create a usable digital 

database of logbooks which could be used by any number of scientists, but in particular climate 

scientists, who may derive value from this data.248 As the project went on, the crowd of transcribers 

became interested in other details beyond weather statistics found in the logs, including the personal 

stories of the individuals creating the logs. There was no institutional infrastructure to support this type 

of work and so the community of volunteers took it upon themselves to the do the work. The value of 

this was eventually recognized by the project managers and is now listed as one of the outputs of the 

Old Weather project on their official University of Exeter website.249 Participants did not stop meeting 

the initial goals of the project, but they took it upon themselves to do more civic engagement by 

expanding the scope of the project. They did so because it benefitted their own interests and became 

valuable to the institution.250 This is further corroborated by research done internally at Zooniverse into 

this and other related projects where it is noted: “the desire to make a contribution, beyond any 

personal desire for self-improvement, education or recognition, stands out as the dominant motivating 

factor.”251 That contribution is the alignment of research interest and institutional demand that is at the 

heart of civic engagement. Crowdsourcing digital citizens can be motivated towards civic engagement 

because it meets their own needs as well as an institutional request.  

Choi et al created four foundations of digital citizenship: Digital Ethics, Media and Information Literacy, 

Participation/Engagement, and Critical Resistance. The first of these, Digital Ethics, refers to a user’s 

engagement in responsible online behavior.252 This is effectively a legacy of physical citizenship where it 

is expected that citizens do not violate the safety of others or they are removed from society (e.g. to 

prison). Not harming each other or ourselves is the baseline for being a digital citizen. The second 

category, Media and Information Literacy, measures a person’s ability to analyze and interpret online 

information as well as to communicate/collaborate with other people on the internet effectively.253 

Once again noting that in the post Web 2.0 world, the social interaction of the internet is tied in with the 

data made available and so a citizen must navigate both the processing of this data as well as the social 

interactions that come with it. The third category, Participation/Engagement, measures a person’s 

willingness to participate in the political, social, economic, and cultural place based activities online.254 

This category ties the digital citizen to the physical world and the interaction between the two spaces. 
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Digital citizens who engage in a political hashtag on Twitter must recognize the impact of that campaign 

on a physical space to be a good digital citizen. In many ways this calls back to the first category but goes 

beyond not doing harm; rather it requires digital citizens to recognize the impact of their actions 

generally. The final category, Critical Resistance, measures a digital citizen’s transformation through the 

challenge to the status quo that the digital space provides.255 This category accepts that the digital space 

is one of frequent and expedited change and so a digital citizen will experience change alongside the 

space they are in. A notable example of this is the relative recency of social media platforms which have 

transformed the way digital citizens interact with each other from a one-to-one or many-to-one style, to 

the now standard many-to-many digital space. Digital citizens are changed in what they consume in the 

digital space, but also in how they present themselves and how they advocate for themselves as a result.  

This definition fits the crowdsourcing model because it helps to better understand a community of 

engagement. As mentioned in the introduction, part of understanding the sustainability of GLAM 

crowdsourcing is looking at the distinction between a generic crowd and the digital communities that 

form from those crowds. Digital citizens transform a crowd of interested parties into an engaged 

community. Part of that process involves that sense of identity through the skills learned and tasks 

achieved as Choi, Ohler, and Jones all point to. Interview subjects identify themselves as “citizen 

archivists”256or “heritage ambassadors”257 or jokingly as “cat wranglers” in the case of one volunteer 

coordinator.258 Their identities are tied to how they engage with an institution as well as with each 

other. Of those surveyed, 48% note that relationships with fellow participants are a significant factor in 

continuing their work but only 29% report forming social relationships outside of the work they do on 

the project. Their engagement with the project is a substantial part of what defines them as a 

community. That ties back to Choi’s metrics of skill building being a deterrent to identifying as a digital 

citizen because if one is not capable of engaging competently with the material then there is a 

disconnect from a sense of belonging to the community.259 Digital citizens are engaged not just with the 

practical work being done but as Choi notes also with the work of respecting one another and 

maintaining relationships. Of those surveyed, 31% of respondents list personal conflict as a primary 

reason why they would stop participating in a crowdsourcing project. That recognition of how the 

actions of fellow volunteers as well as community managers impacts a willingness to engage in the 

community is why the notion of digital citizenship is so relevant to crowdsourcing.  

4.1.4 Modeling Community: Digital Nomad  

In some ways very different from the digital citizen there is the digital nomad. In brief, a digital nomad is 

someone who does not need to report to a physical site for their employment or social engagement and 

as a result is no longer tied to a fixed geographical location.260 This is inclusive of a broad range of 

individuals including those who work in the gig economy, people who engage in global adventure travel 
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while working online, and others who have the option of telework for jobs in major cities and use that to 

find a less expensive lifestyle outside of the city. While the COVID-19 pandemic has increased the 

popularity of the later with the increased emphasis on ‘work-from-home’ work patterns, the key 

distinction is that Digital Nomads are not trying to maintain the same basic social and work patterns 

they experience from a traditional office job in their home. Instead, Digital Nomads see distance working 

as part of a holistic shift in their personal, and professional lives with alternations in their family 

dynamics and social lives in addition to a shift in work pattern.  Digital Nomads are more often than not 

motivated by a passion for the modern nomadic lifestyle and hold this above competing interests such 

as financial security.261 That dedication to the digital space and to the freedom of movement makes 

digital nomads unique to the current era and their seeming lack of loyalty to a place or an institution 

puts them in contrast to the digital citizen concept. Where as digital citizens develop a loyalty to a digital 

space or to a singular digital identity, Digital Nomads loyalty is often cited as being to their own personal 

interests without any attachment to a single platform, location, or industry.262 

One of the elements missing from the digital nomad lifestyle is the sense of community and connection 

that digital citizens develop naturally. Digital nomads frequently report feelings of isolation and 

loneliness.263 One of the natural solutions to this isolation is to form communities made up of digital 

nomads who share this common issue and have a mutual need to solve it. Digital nomads form social 

network games, work-share spaces, collaborative projects, and physical events such as digital nomad 

conferences.264 Community is forged by the nature of the work they are doing and how members learn 

from each other regardless of the specific fields they may work in. This type of community is often 

referred to as a community of practice.265 The term was first introduced in 1991 to describe a process in 

which novices learned a skill from an existing community of experts and then by demonstrating their 

acquired knowledge ‘signal’ to other novices building their own community around this work.266 As the 

concept developed, the idea of an individual’s ability to be part of multiple communities and to apply 

key lessons learned from one to another without having pre-existing membership emerged called 

‘knowledgeability.’267 This is where the digital nomad fits the concept of a community of practice most 

clearly. Digital nomads that are new to the lifestyle observe the behaviors of established digital nomads 

typically through social media, then through that same medium they demonstrate what they have 
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learned filtered through their own expert knowledge to create a new community of practice.268 

Members of different communities can interact and exchange demonstrating shared knowledgeability 

when it comes to common features of the digital nomad lifestyle such as working efficiently, work 

stability, and work/life balance.269 

The digital nomad represents a community of practice rather than a work community which can be 

centered around a particular work site or industry. Instead, a community of practice largely ignores the 

specific job that the individual members are associated with and focuses on the work and lifestyle of 

participants. An example of digital nomad like behavior in the crowdsourcing space is that of Wikipedia. 

Wikipedia is by its nature a system without any geographic limitations beyond language and even then 

there are multiple Wikipedias in a variety of languages.  Often, contributors to Wikipedia will start out as 

non-contributory users, choosing instead to ‘lurk’ in the Wikipedia edit history to learn more about the 

process of editing articles.270 These users will most often first choose to create or edit an article that is 

related to their own area of expertise, thus demonstrating knowledgeability and also signaling what 

they have learned through observation.271 The learning process through which many new editors join 

the existing community of practice is then by observing the revisions and corrections their initial 

contributions receive from established Wikipedians.272 The community is built upon the shared passion 

for ‘correct’ contributions that meet the standards established by Wikipedians who see their work as 

valuable to society at large.273 Beyond proof of knowledgeability, the area of expertise covered by many 

Wikipedians is wide ranging, and participation in the community is more about adhering to Wikipedia’s 

standards rather than displaying specific subject expertise.274 Similarly for digital nomads, it is irrelevant 

whether individuals work in tech or the creative arts or prefer to work from a home base or a co-

operative work environment; they find community in a shared interest in how their travel/work balance 

is beneficial.  

Crowdsourcing communities in many ways reflect this community of practice although their 

‘nomadness’ is purely digital whereas the above example of a digital nomad is both physically and 

digitally nomadic. More than 50% of participants surveyed for this study reported that they had worked 

on three or more different crowdsourcing projects.275 Additionally, the majority of subjects interviewed 

who had been engaged in crowdsourcing work for at least six months, reported they had tried at least 

two different project platforms (ex. Zooniverse, From the Page, By the People) in the past. In some ways 

then, the community of crowdsourcing is rooted within the practice of crowdsourcing itself, not 

necessarily within a specific project or institution. All crowdsourcing projects in the GLAM sector start 

with a call for people who are often novices in cultural heritage to join a project and learn from experts 

in order to join a community which has shared work. Common to many interview subjects, including 

Subject E, was an enthusiastic emphasis on their long history of computer use, which demonstrates 
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knowledgeability.276 Other interview subjects reported that they observed other projects before making 

their first attempt at joining.277 Once becoming part of the process, some interview subjects recruited 

more participants by demonstrating how interesting the work was.278 Despite being separated by 

unknown distances, this shared practice is part of what makes a crowd into a community, not unlike 

how digital nomads are able to form community on a similar shared practice and little else. The 

limitations of this particular type of community will be discussed further in Chapter 6, but it remains 

relevant to defining crowdsourcing as being inherently a community-oriented system.  

The attempts to build digital communities for digital nomads provide a good example of how to forge a 

shared identity and increased engagement that is also found in GLAM crowdsourcing. Digital platforms 

play a major role in the way digital nomads comes together. These platforms, such as Nomad List, are 

designed so as to let digital nomads learn, teach, and collaborate with each other in a mediated 

space.279 Sutherland and Jarrahi point to these mediated spaces as being more valuable than other 

digital spaces such as social media because they represent a collaboration between peer-like actors 

rather than unverifiable individuals.280 This allows for a bottom-up definition of social engagement, but 

in a controlled environment rather than something more anarchic in nature. This is largely due to the 

economic dependence on co-working and the digital gig economy. In fact, digital nomads are most likely 

to engage in web-organized social activities that are specifically aimed at professional development.281 

This is partly due to risk aversion, and partly because the very nature of gig economy work relies upon 

the creation of work networks in order to find employment opportunities or to find additional partners 

with complementary skill sets to help complete tasks undertaken.282 In this way, digital nomads build 

community around their need to finish their work and to find more work, and they do so through 

platforms designed to accomplish this goal.  

In a similar sense, crowdsourcing communities can be based around finishing the tasks needed and are 

built around platforms that provide support to accomplish this goal. Every crowdsourcing project in the 

cultural heritage sector has a platform that facilitates the work being done. There are always ways in 

which participants can communicate with one another either built into the platform283 or facilitated via 

a community manager in some way.284 All of the subjects interviewed reported that discussions of task-

related issues were a primary or the sole communication shared among volunteers, as well as between 

volunteers and community managers. The very nature of the work and the way in which it is delivered 

creates a sense of community because GLAM crowdsourcing work has to be performed as a group.  
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4.1.5 Community Defined 

Digital community is a very broad concept and one that is still developing as people continue to interact 

more and more in the digital space. In the context of GLAM crowdsourcing, there are almost no 

scenarios in which a digital community does not form, as people have to gather around some form of 

subject, topic, or practice in order for something to qualify as crowdsourcing. However, there are four 

key types of community that can be observed to develop in the crowdsourcing context and to which the 

sustainability model established later in in this chapter can be applied.  

First, there is the community of engagement that is developed through active participation by digital 

citizens. The move of civic engagement from the physical space to the digital one is inherent in the 

cultural heritage crowdsourcing context because nearly all participants are volunteers or employees of a 

cultural heritage institution and their shared goal is to complete projects that create outputs for use by 

either researchers or the public. Crowdsourcing projects are often communities built for engaging one 

or both of these groups who stand to benefit from the work being done. One example of this are the 

subjects from the By the People project such as Subject B who felt their dedication to the project was 

even an extension of their dedication to the US constitution in their defense of free speech.  

Second, there is a community of practice that arises from volunteers’ disparate and distant membership 

of crowdsourcing projects, volunteers who often have little in common beyond the shared work they do. 

Crowdsourcers can be identified by the very term “crowdsourcing” as people who come together to do 

microtasks or to commit small amounts of their time that in aggregate works towards a large-scale 

project. This type of community can exist apart from any institutional context because it is the style of 

work that crowdsourcers have in common, not necessarily the specific tasks or topics. Crowdsourcing in 

effect is a type of lifestyle and the commonality among participants in that lifestyle have helps to form 

community. The HHAR project is an example of this type of community where social bonds and careers 

were made from people all around the world based on what they learned about archiving and 

processing records for the project.  

Third, there is the community of exchange, as crowdsourcing projects often shift and grow based on the 

input of participants and vice versa. Participants acquire skills, and sometimes change roles, and as they 

become more skilled their input has greater impact on the project and its managers. This back and forth 

creates a community of mutual growth and change.  

Finally, there is the community of interest centered around the passion and enthusiasm of volunteers for 

the topics being worked on. Passion for a particular topic forms community around the world, from 

sports stadiums cheering in unison, to academic debates at conferences, to weekly Dungeons and 

Dragons games built around a shared passion for fantasy. An example of this is the Totenham Hotspurs 

Ambassador program which took a passion for a neighborhood and its history and turned that into a 

functional outreach centre that helps to develop skills and push that history forward for the community. 

It cannot be underestimated – the ability for people to form community around any topic for which they 

deeply care about.  
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Therefore, for the purposes of this thesis we consider a digital community to be a shared interaction 

centered on a digital space amongst a group of stakeholders, whether in real time or asynchronously. 

This shared interaction is rooted in civic engagement, or an identity of practice, or the exchange of 

ideas, or interest in a particular topic, or a combination of any of the above. Most GLAM crowdsourcing 

projects will produce digital communities based on one or more of these types through a natural 

process even if unprompted.  

 

4.2 Sustainability 

There does not exist a single, universally applicable definition of sustainability with regards to digital 

communities. Some of the key elements of community outlined above do help to direct research on the 

topic of sustainability. Factors such as leadership, relationship building, infrastructure for support, as 

well as communication tools, all feed into the creation of a community and consequently have an impact 

on the community’s sustainability; if these factors are critical to the creation of community, then their 

absence would likely hasten the community’s dissolution.285 Similar conclusions have been reached by 

the GLAM sector when investigating the sustainability of collections. The 2013 meta-analysis of 

sustainable collections from the Institute of Museum and Library Services (IMLS) in the US found that 

the existence of dedicated stakeholders from both the professional and public spaces were critical to 

sustainability.286 This report specifically points to the value of a nuanced understanding of community 

needs, both internally at an institution as well as with the users of collections, as critical to developing a 

better understanding of the mechanisms of sustainability.287 Further, it claims that there is a “need for 

project leaders to stay connected to their institutional community, and key external stakeholders.”288 

This coincides with reports from crowdsourcing project leaders such as Mia Ridge who identify the 

community and its relationship to an institution as being critical for continued success.289 In order then 

to arrive at a usable definition of sustainability it is essential to look at theories of sustainability which 

focus on the relationships between stakeholders. Theories which address the development of 

relationships between institutions and the public, internally at institutions, and among the public, will 

better reveal the mechanisms by which crowd-based communities can be sustained.  

While the IMLS report recommends a nuanced look at these relationships, no such investigation has 

been forthcoming in relation to crowdsourcing, nor is there extant literature regarding the sustainability 

of the associated communities. Instead, the most relevant literature would be that which focuses on the 

sustainability of physical communities, for which there is a great deal of research. To narrow down the 

scope further, the most relevant focus will be on relationship dynamics. Some of the factors that can 

impact sustainability in a community, such as public policy, employment rates, or ecological and 
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climatological conditions, do not have exact parallels in digital communities. What does exist in both, 

however, is the building of relationships on the grounds of trust, or support for shared goals or 

individual growth, as well as investment in a shared identity.  

Three major theories fit this type of analysis while also being reflected by the data collected in the 

survey and interviews. First is resilience theory, which measures the ability of a community to persevere 

and maintain its identity in the face of significant change, often based on the strength of the 

relationships developed within the community. Second is social learning theory, which explores the 

relationship between individual development and community growth in a multifaceted exchange 

between stakeholders. The third theory, generally referred to as complexity theory, addresses the 

nuances that the IMLS refers to when dealing with large systems such as crowdsourcing where no two 

communities are alike. Complexity theory is helpful in finding the common ground shared across the 

GLAM crowdsourcing landscape and devising a simplified way to measure sustainability.  

4.2.1 Modeling sustainability: Resilience Theory  

There are two major definitions of sustainability in resilience theory. The first is in terms of the capacity 

of a system to return to a steady state equilibrium;290 this requires that a system has a baseline, or a 

normal state in which it can function fully, and its sustainability is measured by its ability to return to this 

state after periods of upheaval. The second definition is the ability to “maintain desired system 

performance while simultaneously considering intra-system and intergenerational distribution of 

impacts (resulting from vulnerability) and sustainability capital (availability of critical social, economic, 

and environmental re-sources).”291 In this definition, the normal state itself changes to meet new 

realities brought on by that same upheaval while still meeting its intended goals. The relationships of a 

community meet this upheaval through both passive and active elements which are grouped into three 

categories: survival, wellbeing, and preparedness.292 The first of these, survival is largely irrelevant in 

digital communities because it deals with life and death metrics of sustainability such as food scarcity or 

natural disaster response.293 The wellbeing category represents a community’s ability to provide 

physical, emotional, and social support to individuals and groups that are under stress or uncertainty 

while still contributing to collective goals.294 Preparedness deals with building up the resources and 

infrastructure to allow for a community to react to acute or chronic stressors.295 In the crowdsourcing 

space, these stressors often stem from the relationships between stakeholders, as evidenced by chronic 

frustrations with a lack of technical support296 or a sudden loss of access to materials as a result of the 

COVID-19 pandemic.297 As will be outlined in detail in Chapters 2 & 3, the well-being and preparedness 
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of the community, and therefore its resilience, is based on mutual support and trust between the crowd 

and the institution.  

Romer-Lankao et al. 2016 explains this process of developing resilience, known as an adaptive cycle, 

which takes place in four stages. The first stage, Alpha, is the point at which a new community is formed, 

and a normal state is introduced, or the normal state is re-established after a period of upheaval. In this 

phase the internal dynamics of the system are set, which can include forms of communication used, 

resources available, hierarchical structures and more. The second phase, the Growth phase or ‘R’ phase, 

comes about when new pressures appear and there is an acceleration of change in the system. This 

phase can come about when there is a shift in the resources of a system (e.g. an abundance of new 

volunteers or loss of volunteers).298 The third phase, the Conservation or ‘K’ phase, is when social 

systems re-establish order so as to handle the sudden shift of the R phase. In this phase, tighter social 

bonds can be created by certain groups to the exclusion of others, or certain rules and procedures can 

be enforced with greater severity to force order upon a perceived chaotic element of the system. The 

results of the K phase are either the expulsion of elements which cannot adapt to newly established 

order, or the initiation of the final phase called the Omega phase.299 In the Omega phase, the initial 

system as it was known in the Alpha phase is dismantled and a new system, or potentially systems are 

created instead with their own brand-new Alpha phases, thus creating a new normal state or new 

normal states. 300 If the system returns to the initially established normal state, it can be said to have 

‘bounced back.’ However, if the system enters the Omega phase and creates a new normal state, it can 

be said to have ‘bounced forward.’ 301  
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The role of the adaptive cycle in resilience theory complements research on how online communities 

grow and collapse in their own cyclical systems. Figure 2 is a general outline of five phases common to 
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thousands of online communities from Iriberri and Leroy 2009. In the GLAM crowdsourcing context, the 

first phase, known as ‘inception’, is usually initiated by an institution which has a project requiring the 

crowd as a resource.304 The second phase, ‘creation’ is where the distinction between crowd and 

community exists; the community emerges organically from the interactions between volunteers and 

institutional stakeholders. The third phase, ‘growth’ occurs when “Members start using a common 

vocabulary and, as the community grows, members select the roles they will play in the community.”305 

Interview subjects have reported similar experiences, with terminology that the found initially 

inscrutable gradually becoming comprehensible306 and clear leadership roles emerging without any 

particular top-down direction but rather naturally as expertise and interest were established by 

community members.307 Much like the adaptive cycle’s Omega phase, the final stage of online 

community growth is either a perpetuation of the system through ‘maturity’ or the ‘death’ of the 

community.308 Factors that determine maturity or death have to do with increased complexity of 

relationships between stakeholders, frequency of contributions, and critically how conflict is resolved 

within the community.309 An example of this in crowdsourcing is the knowledge change-retain tension 

that arises in Wikipedia groups. There is a constant friction within any given Wikipedia article about 

changing or retaining pieces of information based on updated research or debate over proper 

formatting and citation methods. As more people view an article, the tension to change parts of the 

article increases and a group of interested parties forms made up of three roles: changer, retainer, or 

facilitator.310 The ensuing debate is shaped by personal preference, or external forces (again, such as 

new data) that force the debate one way or the other. Eventually the group either reaches a consensus 

establishing a new norm which can begin the process anew as more people view the article, or the 

debate cannot be resolved resulting in the article being locked and the group disbanding.311  

Comparing these two models, we can see how the adaptive cycle applies to the lifecycle of online 

communities, including crowdsourcing communities. The Alpha phase is represented by the inception 

and creation phases, and the R phase corresponds precisely with the growth phase. The differences 

between these two models have to do with the K and Omega phases. In many ways the K phase 

represents the growth and maturity phases of an online community, as it establishes new norms and 

more complex responses to growing tension within the system. Meanwhile the Omega phase shares 

some of the aspects of the maturity phase, especially the establishment of subgroups, while also 

providing a framework for how the growing tension within a community system can sometimes lead to 

its dissolution.  This clearly relates to crowd based digital communities in GLAM because as observed by 

both Dunn & Hedges as well as Ridge, the community matures organically through the establishment of 

new norms. Ridge points to the discovery of new shared interests as a complex system that develops 
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between community members312 meanwhile, Dunn & Hedges note that authority and purpose are 

naturally established quite early as members learn how they relate to one another.313 Both of these 

processes establish subgroups which can either come to dominate the community, as is the case with 

the Old Weather project, or split off to form their own groups elsewhere. Meanwhile, the development 

of these complex relationships can also threaten the existence of the community if there is too much 

tension between the subgroups as was noted by Subject B who experienced serious tensions regarding 

the representation of women’s rights and left the community with others shortly after.314 

One of the complications of resilience theory and the sustainability of a community is the influence of 

largely unpredictable factors. Price et al. 2015 see the conflicting interests of stakeholders as the most 

influential factor in the resilience of a community.315 When the interests of stakeholders are in conflict, 

this can create the kind of pressure outlined in the R phase, through the introduction of new resources 

dedicated to one stakeholder’s goal. In a hypothetical example, in a project centered around 

transcription of handwritten text, the institutional stakeholders may decide to shift their goals to oral 

history audio transcriptions which creates a tension with volunteers who have been dedicated to 

written transcriptions. The institution would then invest new resources such as creating a digital 

repository of oral histories or designing new trainings for volunteers on audio transcription. If the cycle 

holds, either these new goals and resources will be scrapped, and the system will ‘bounce back’ or the 

new goals and resources will be part of the establishment of the Omega phase. However, there is a risk 

that the tension between stakeholder goals can simply break the cycle altogether and destroy the 

system. This occurs when there are too many differing goals between stakeholders or when 

communication of goals is not carried out effectively.316 For example, some subjects such as Subject H 

reported that they wanted to focus exclusively on the transcription of written text and adding new 

elements to the project would detract from their participation.317 

 On the opposite end of the spectrum, Gillespie-Marthaler et al. 2019 note that resilience theory is best 

used as an assessment framework for the presence of a specific disturbance. This means that internal 

conflict has to be clearly understood and defined before a resilience framework can be applied to 

understanding community sustainability.318 Therefore, at the heart of a sustainably resilient community 

is a clear statement of goals, and frequent and clear communication between all stakeholders, especially 

during times of upheaval. Neither Price nor Romero-Lankao provides any insight as to which 

stakeholders should be responsible for this communication, which means any or potentially all 

stakeholders can take responsibility for the frequency and clarity of communication, especially with 

regards to the goals of the community. While resilience theory provides a valuable understanding of 

how communities can be sustainable or not, it requires additional context about the specific 

relationships between stakeholders as well as communication patterns and infrastructure to be able to 
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be most useful in this process. The next step therefore is to take a look at how socialization occurs 

within communities and the types of relationships that often develop within GLAM crowdsourcing in 

order to better understand how resilience theory can be applied. 

4.2.2 Modeling sustainability: Social Learning Theory  

Communities are built upon the social interactions between stakeholders with complex relationships 

between every member of a given community and one way to understand the sustainability of those 

relationships is through the Social Learning Theory of community sustainability. In brief, Social Learning 

Theory describes a “three-way, dynamic [system] in which personal factors, environment influences, and 

behavior continually interact.”319 These three elements are the social aspects of a community and 

critically they are learned processes that evolve and change as stakeholders grow and develop together. 

This theory is rooted in the work of Herbert Simon who argued that human rationality is process based 

rather than objectively rational and therefore understanding how humans will interact with each other 

starts by understanding the processes by which they make decisions.320 One of the processes which 

social learning theory has identified as relevant to communities is “changes in how individuals see their 

private interests linked with the shared interests of their fellow citizens.”321 This process can be 

identified in the survey data collected for this study, where respondents noted that their own personal 

goals were advanced through their participation in crowdsourcing projects which had goals intended to 

benefit the public.322 Social Learning theory supports the idea that public projects naturally help to 

transition uncoordinated actions of individuals into collective action.323 This matches the observation 

earlier in this chapter that crowds naturally form communities through the processes and interactions 

that occur as a result of working on shared public projects. While the concept of Social Learning theory 

was applied to physical communities by Garmendia (2010) and Webler et al. (1995), its relevance to 

digital communities was well established by Aguayo in 2016. Aguayo asserts that since communities are 

social entities embedded within an environment, the introduction of information technology to facilitate 

communication simulates that same environment.324 A community established through digital tools is a 

constructed reality based on a pre-existing socio-cultural context, with individuals filling in any gaps that 

a lack of physical presence creates. Both individual and collective learning emerges from these 

interactions just as naturally as the processes described by Simon or Webler.325 It is the change in 

relationships between stakeholders that feeds this learning that is most relevant to the concept of 

sustainability. This is because the change over time in relationships can either push a community to 
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break through conflict or help a community to consistently grow or maintain itself through healthy 

interaction.  

In this way, the Social Learning perspective sees sustainability as an ongoing series of processes that 

transform over time, rather than a set of goals to achieve.326 In a crowdsourcing communities, the 

personal factors that impact the development of these processes include personalities, perspectives, 

and expected outcomes. The environmental influences include resources and infrastructure. The 

behaviors are the least well defined but are often influenced by personal development in the 

community, or the methods used for communication. One key piece of context for these personal 

factors is the roles that develop in communities. Crowd based communities often have institutional 

roles (e.g. Community manager) and participant roles (e.g. Contributor) with a clear hierarchical 

structure.327 These roles add not only a layer of social context to relationships, but also context such as 

availability of resources or the impact of diversity in skills for accomplishing project tasks. These 

additional factors impact sustainability by influencing what Social Learning theory refers to as 

‘integration.’328 The integration of the community refers to its openness in terms of recruitment and 

interaction with other communities. A group that is more open may have access to a more diverse skill 

set from participants but is more limited in its resources in terms of available staff to support training 

and development.329 Altering the integration of the community can impact the moral, relational, or trust 

mechanisms that make a community more or less sustainable.330 For example, trust could falter as a 

result of lack of support for individuals in the community331, or relationships could strain because of too 

many or too few new members joining the community. The integration of the community impacts 

growth, innovation, communication and more.332  

This idea is explored further by Mark Reed in his study on Social Learning theory which models these 

processes in terms of two distinct paradigms: one expert-led and top-down, the other community-led 

and bottom-up. Reed is significant for this thesis because his work establishes a framework through 

which Social Learning theory can be used to recognize indicators of sustainability. This is particularly 

relevant in the context of crowdsourcing projects, where stakeholders such as project managers and 

volunteers are clearly defined and have different roles in the power structure. In a top-down paradigm, 

the institutional stakeholder(s) have already established institutional goals and, when considering 

sustainability, they focus on the sources of human pressures on the environment;333 for example, on 
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how great are the resources (notably financial resources) being utilized by the crowd compared to how 

much output is expected from the project. In this we see an issue that was ubiquitous in interviews 

conducted with project managers, who cite financial limitations as a major concern for the continuation 

of crowdsourcing projects. Again, the issue of integration (in the sense of the previous paragraph) 

appears, as some institutional stakeholders have noted that limited grant funding forces them to recruit 

a very limited number of participants, because otherwise they cannot handle the amount of training and 

support required.334 One of the key advantages of projects that conform to this paradigm however is 

that institutions have clear goals at the outset of establishing a community, which provides guidance 

and a shared sense of purpose, both valuable in establishing sustainability.335 

Social Learning Theory therefore helps to understand the mechanisms by which communities often 

sustain themselves or collapse: relationship dynamics. Relationships between stakeholders, especially 

between institutional employees and the crowd, change over time in complex ways. Communities may 

naturally develop as a result of public participation and individuals matching their own goals to the 

group’s goals, but the development process itself changes over time as well. The natural inclination 

towards “cooperative discourse” is one of the more sustainable practices found in Social Learning theory 

because it is an effective means of reaching consensus rather than conflict. The integration of a 

community can impact the availability of resources and limit or expand the ability of stakeholders to 

communicate and form stronger relationships. The way that power is handled in a community where 

the institutional stakeholders are in control of those resources and carry the responsibility of setting 

goals impacts how other stakeholders feel when it comes to trusting them. The ability of the crowd to 

settle conflict and agree on what individual goals and expertise are best suited to the community’s 

needs can impact what kind of resources an institution would be willing to commit to the community. All 

of these factors contribute to building not only a community where stakeholders are allowed to learn 

new skills and to develop new opportunities to contribute, but also a system in which they learn about 

each other and about the boundaries of their relationships that work best for reaching shared goals. The 

specific metrics that can be used in a community in order to understand where these boundaries lie 

depend largely on the specific context, and Social Learning Theory alone does not provide a systematic 

guide. What it does provide is the understanding that if stakeholders within a community feel a lack of 

fairness or power imbalance in their relationships with other stakeholders, sustainability is not 

achievable. 

4.2.3 Modeling sustainability: Complexity Theory  

One of the major reasons that sustainability in digital communities is difficult to define is because they 

are complex social systems. The first theorist to try and explain how ‘complex adaptive systems’ (CAS) 

work, John Holland, noted that all communities share similar processes, a coherent subject matter, and 

can be given a unified description but little else.336 The reason for this is that communities are (like other 

CAS) open ended, and their members are unique and multifaceted individuals with their own goals and 
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methodologies, making it difficult to single out aspects to measure without losing necessary context.337 

The goal of Holland’s complexity theory and its subsequent revisions is to accomplish three tasks that 

apply universally across CAS. The first is to develop tools that can describe any system’s set of complex 

interactions with minimal context from individual systems. The second is to predict the behaviour of a 

system from a given set of observational data about it. Finally, to establish guidelines and control 

mechanisms for intervening in a system to achieve the previous two goals more effectively as changes 

occur naturally within a system.338 There are some critical observations that facilitate achieving these 

goals. First is the acceptance within complexity theory that communities develop in a non-linear fashion. 

Communities grow and change shape, often as a reaction to cultural and social shifts within the group. 

Communities experience different “temporal thresholds” where enough time has passed within the 

system that behavioural shifts should be expected.339 This is one of the major points of contextuality 

that makes observing and predicting community sustainability difficult; that no two communities have 

the same temporal threshold. However, it helps to understand more clearly what to observe within a 

community (e.g. cultural and behavioural changes) in order to build a better model of community 

sustainability. Another key observation is the openness of interactions between the members of a 

community.340 The style and frequency of communication between individuals, as well as the medium 

through which it takes place, impacts the nature of the system. Finally, there exist unpredictable 

feedback loops that emerge when communities interact, whether internally or with other communities. 

For example, a demand for additional contributors on one crowdsourcing project not only impacts the 

specific context of that community but may also have an impact on other communities that lose 

members to this new call. The impact of this interaction between systems is difficult to manage, but is a 

known quantity that can be accounted for in a sustainable complex system.341 

The question then arises of how to create an effective method of measuring sustainability within a 

community by moving towards the three goals of complexity theory (describe, predict, influence) while 

accounting for contextual differences between communities. Peter and Swilling divide metrics of 

community sustainability into four categories: probabilistic, integrative, inclusive, and adaptive.342 The 

probabilistic category measures the ability of a community to prepare for potential changes and to 

envision multiple scenarios as possible responses to those changes. For example, the British Library has 

funded several digitization efforts while the Spotlight project is ongoing to prepare for its eventual 

completion or sudden interruption and subsequent migration of volunteers from that project to another 

in order to maintain engagement.343 The integrative category measures the breadth of a system’s 

cooperative elements, looking how well they make use of cross-institutional and inter-institutional goals 

and resources. For example, the Library of Congress has appointed several members of staff on the By 

the People project to part-time positions while they also work in other departments of the library to 

better understand the demand for their services and what resources are available to move forward 
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more efficiently.344 The inclusive category simply measures how inclusive and participatory a system is 

for the various stakeholders when setting goals and implementing procedures. For example, the 

Tottenham Hotspur’s Foundation has regular meetings with local community leaders as well as with 

their volunteers to explain what the foundation’s goals are for the near future and to find a way to align 

those goals with the needs of these two groups.345 The adaptive category measures the flexibility of a 

system’s structure and in particular how roles can adapt or change to best meet changing needs.346 For 

example, the National Railway Museum promoted a volunteer to a position of volunteer coordinator 

because the increased number of volunteers put too much demand on their resources.347  

Complexity theory then uses these categories to test a community’s ability to maintain sustainability 

while enduring five major pressures that may be exerted on it. Firstly, the internal dynamics of the 

community, as reflected in the changing relationships between stakeholders. Going back to the example 

in the previous paragraph of the National Railway Museum, there is a potential issue of conflict in 

promoting a volunteer to a position of authority for both institutional members of staff who may take 

issue with a “non-professional” in a position of authority as well as among volunteers who may struggle 

to accept one of their own as having additional authority. Secondly, the perception of participants, with 

particular emphasis on the goals of the community and/or project. The example of the Tottenham 

Hotspurs Foundation highlights this pressure as it can be difficult to both accomplish the institution’s 

goals while meeting the needs expressed by the community if resources are limited. However, the real 

pressure involved is the perception by both institutional stakeholders as well as community stakeholders 

that they have a say in these goals. Thirdly, the stability of the community’s identity, which can often 

change as new members join or some members leave the group. For By the People there is a risk in 

sharing staff with other departments that the platform becomes part of those other departments rather 

than a crowdsourcing platform with its own goals and systems. Finding a balance where they can take 

advantage of their relationships with other departments while still maintaining their primary purpose is 

essential to preventing this pressure from impacting sustainability negatively. Fourthly, there are 

transitions which is when processes or procedures shift and can impact the overall goals of a given 

community.348 COVID-19 was a major transition for the British Library and caused an increase in demand 

for materials to work with on the Spotlight project. This caused project manager Mia Ridge to make 

available more of those resources the library had been digitizing for future projects in order to meet 

demand.349 This applies pressure to the process of storing up digital materials for the future and can 

change the strategy going forward on sustainably meeting the demands for resources from 

crowdsourcing.  

The fifth pressure, which is the hierarchy, is given a great deal of importance by Peter and Swilling who 

consider it inherently unsustainable for a given system because any unequal distribution of power only 

increases the other four pressures on the system. To address this, they propose a heterarchy which is a 
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system that gives power or emphasis depending on the demands of the moment to the most skilled 

actor or relevant resource that can meet those demands. Essentially, no one is in charge except for the 

best person to handle the given scenario at any one time.350 While experience and education are often 

used to justify authority, in the complexity model there is an assumption that a diversity of skill sets and 

methodologies are necessary for a community to thrive and be sustainable. For example, in any given 

town there are doctors and mechanics. While a doctor with seven or more years of education and 

twenty or more years of professional experience may be the authority in terms of the mechanic’s 

health, when it comes to the functioning of a car said doctor would be wise to defer to the mechanic. 

For complexity theory, there is no inherent skill of ‘leadership’ but rather an almost infinite number of 

scenarios in which one stakeholder’s skill is best suited to lead.  

4.2.4 Sustainability Defined  

All of these theories are drawn from various understandings of sustainability and come together to form 

a cohesive measure of sustainability in GLAM crowdsourcing communities. Resilience theory provides us 

a cycle of growth or destruction that we can measure on a timescale that can be observed in this 

doctoral study. Specifically, it outlines a lifecycle model for communities with observable stages forming 

a repeatable cycle that can either continue indefinitely or have clear signs of ending. The clear markers 

of the R and Omega phases in particular will be used to determine the likelihood of resilience in a 

community being studied and therefore provide clear evidence of sustainability Social Learning theory 

provides the mechanism that will help establish whether the adaptive cycle will renew or end. The ways 

that individuals grow through community interaction shapes their relationships with each other and that 

factors into how the R and Omega phases of the adaptive cycle will play out. Observing the ways in 

which volunteers and institutional stakeholders settle conflicts, maintain a balance of power, create 

shared goals, and develop together in a cooperative fashion are all factors that determine if the adaptive 

cycle will repeat sustainably. Complexity theory tells us that these relationships are multifaceted and 

highly contextual so while our definition of sustainability can be broadly applied it requires specifics for 

each individual community. The measurements provided by Peter and Swilling give us observable 

conditions which we can measure within each crowdsourcing community being studied regarding the 

relationships between individuals and groups. The pressures that have a negative impact on 

sustainability can be better understood as part of the social learning relationship dynamics and can be 

tested more directly to determine how community will move forward in the adaptive cycle. The ways in 

which relationships are maintained and grow through social learning can essentially be understood to 

adequately meet the demands of complexity theory’s pressures or not and if a community is unable to 

address too many of those pressures it can be understood to reach a failure state in the adaptive cycle. 

In simple terms, sustainability can be defined as the ability for a community to manage relationships 

between stakeholders in such a way as to develop resilience to the pressures that make communities 

unstable. Instead of understanding sustainability as an arbitrary number of years of survival or a 

perpetual system of growth, it is better understood through the ways in which a community can resist 

the tendency towards dissolution. Community sustainability is therefore about maintaining resilience 

rather than striving for goals that have no clear precedent or end point.  
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Chapter 5: 

Community Management 

As already established and discussed by Dunn & Hedges, despite the potential for crowdsourcing to 

break through traditional academic barriers (ex. Wikipedia), there have been limits to how much of this 

output is considered valuable in the GLAM sector.351 While there is a strong and growing movement in 

the citizen science field towards a many-to-many crowdsourcing style352 (where communities both 

inside and outside of the academy work together creatively beyond the scope of “cheap labor”) the 

cultural heritage sector largely continues to create centralized projects as foci for participants. On such 

projects, it is agreed by interview subjects with a professional role in crowdsourcing that organized 

community management is beneficial to the digital community sustainability.353 Volunteers also report 

that regular interactions with institutional employees has a profoundly positive effect on their continued 

engagement in crowdsourcing. Examples where there is a designated community manager on staff, such 

as the Library of Congress’ By the People project, bear this conclusion out as that community shows 

growth along the adaptive cycle model over several years. Other attempts at diffusing the management 

tasks across multiple roles or by relying on the passions of the community to self-manage have been 

successful as well. Balancing the relationship between the crowd and the institution through various 

management models tests many sustainability metrics and community resilience.   

The centralized community manager represents something of a paradox in the crowdsourcing space. 

One feature often associated with crowdsourcing is that the crowd’s ‘wisdom’ is greater than any 

individual’s and therefore the crowd should be best suited to managing itself. However, institutions in 

Europe, the US, and Canada have largely maintained a “hand on the wheel” when it comes to support, 

workflow, and other community management tasks. Until now this resistance to a community led 

management style has not been detrimental as many projects heralded as successes rely on the 

centralized manager. This approach however, adds restrictions to what form the crowd can take which 

could contradict the prevailing research on crowdsourcing that ascribes value to the independence of 

the crowd.354  There exists a conflict between institution and community which could have a deleterious 

effect on sustainability over time. Early in the establishment of a crowdsourcing community this conflict 

creates relatively little friction however, with each repetition of the adaptive cycle there are more 

opportunities for dissatisfaction and resistance from a community which is not being given an equal say 

in its direction and purpose.   

This chapter will examine what benefits community management provides, its central conflict, and its 

relationship to sustainability. First, it will be necessary to review the various community management 

models and what significance each has for volunteer engagement and participation. This review will be 
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based on interviews with project and community managers about their process, as well as survey and 

interview subjects’ experience working with community managers. Considering their combined 

experiences will help to assess the importance of community management in crowdsourcing projects, 

and what the key components of community management are. Next, will be to review the limitations of 

these models and to establish what conflict(s) exists between institutions and communities that would 

be detrimental to sustainability. This conflict will be best understood by looking at the R and Omega 

phases of the adaptive cycle established in the previous chapter,355 where critical choices about goals 

and organization need to be made. Lastly, by examining alternate community management models 

based on the work being done in specific communities observed, a balance can be proposed that aims to 

address the needs of both the institutional and community stakeholder needs. In understanding the 

balance that is needed, the sustainability of the community as it relates to management models can be 

better understood as well.  

5.1 Defining Common Models of Community Management 

Throughout the research of this paper there have been a limited number of models employed for 

community management. One model, and the most common, has appeared in Dunn & Hedges356 as well 

as Ridge357 before which is that of a central, professional, community manager. In general, this position 

involves a professional member(s) of staff at an institution whose job is to recruit, train, and provide 

feedback for volunteers working on a crowdsourcing project. Recruitment can take the form of 

designing job descriptions for volunteers and advertising in relevant spaces358 or in some cases visiting 

communities to deliver recruitment workshops359 among other similar tasks. Training can take the form 

of designing self-guided tutorials that volunteers are required to view before beginning work on the 

project360 or giving in-depth training workshops and gathering feedback on what kind of training should 

be delivered next to best serve the community and the project.361 Providing regular feedback is 

mentioned by most of the community and project managers interviewed for this study as the most 

significant time requirement for community management. This feedback can be providing recognition 

for work accomplished and encouragement for the future362 or it could be help understanding a difficult 

task that a volunteer feels unable to complete on their own.363 Support is a broad category but often 

times is divided into technical support, such as helping volunteers who experience glitches or a lack of 

ICT skills when working on the project,364 and personal support such as listening and encouraging 

volunteers who have an emotional reaction to the content they are working with.365 In general, 

community management involves any work which helps community members join the group, become 

 
355 As Romero-Lankao outlines these are the phases where a community changes, resets, or is dissolved.  
356 Dunn & Hedges, Academic Crowdsourcing in the Humanities. p 68  
357 Ridge, Crowdsourcing Our Cultural Heritage. p 5  
358 Mia Ridge, interview by Author, London, 14 February 2020 
359 Joanna Yeung, Interview by Author, London, 03 September 2018 
360 Suzanne Isaacs, interview by Author, London, 29 August 2018 
361 Adrian Glew, interview by Author, London, 01 May 2019 
362 Mia Ridge, interview by Author, London, 14 February 2020 
363 Samantha Blickhan, interview by Author, London, 05 March 2020 
364 Caitlin Peck, interview by Author, Stowmarket UK, October 2017 
365 Subject D, interview by Author, London, 01 June 2020 
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capable to engage in the work, and continue to feel supported and engaged throughout their time in the 

community.  

In some cases,366 this community management takes the form of a single individual community 

manager, working part-time or full-time, working either as part of a team at an institution or as the sole 

leader of a project who takes on community management duties by default. In other cases,367 there are 

multiple members of staff managing either some of the community or some aspects of the role of 

community manager and working collaboratively with other community managers. In one specific case, 

the National Rail Museum, the duty of community manager is split between some full-time paid staff, 

some part-time paid staff, and some volunteer staff who have been members of the crowd but took on 

additional responsibilities.368 Other communities manage themselves without the involvement of a 

centralized institutional person or group following the Wikipedia model of letting the crowd lead in 

managing itself.369   

What is common between the examples where professional staff are involved is that community 

management is organized by the institution into official roles with a set of pre-defined duties and 

responsibilities. As such, any one of them is subject to disciplinary and dismissal rules protected by 

national labor laws and they are also subject to benefits afforded by employment (even voluntary 

employment) at the institution. None of these responsibilities or benefits are afforded to the crowd 

involved in the project. For the self-managed Wikis, the benefits are similar to what all crowd 

participants receive (training, access, recognition, etc.) and disciplinary action is limited to revocation of 

those benefits or should a volunteer become violent in their interactions then legal action may be taken. 

There is no institution to guarantee these benefits but similarly there is no institution to threaten them 

for any reason. Another critical difference is that the crowd perceives itself as independent and 

voluntary whereas centralized community managers specifically work for an institution and count as 

stakeholders of institutional goals rather than individual ones.  

5.1.1 Singular Community Manager  

One approach common among the subjects interviewed for this research370 to community management 

in crowdsourcing projects is to assign a professional staff member for the work. In general the position is 

described by GLAM institutions in their hiring documents as one who “invest(s) in developing and 

engaging diverse audiences online.”371 More specifically, the core competencies associated with the role 

of a ‘community manager’ include being responsible for: user support, problem management, 

technological development, marketing, fund raising as well as the standard cultural heritage skill sets 

 
366 From this study alone includes institutions: British Library, Tate Britain, Museum of East Anglian Life, Great 
Ormond Street Hospital, Library of Congress, etc.  
367 From this study alone includes institutions: National Rail Museum, National Archives and Records 
Administration USA, Tottenham House, Rockefeller Archives, etc.  
368 Mike Esbester, interview by Author, London, 16 March 2020 
369 John Lubbock, interview by Author, London, January 2020 
370 Of the subjects interviewed, the following have served as the primary community manager in a professional 
capacity: Adrian Glew, Andrea Tanner, Anne McClaren, Caitlin Peck, David Tilsley, Joanna Yeung, Judy Luis-Watson, 
Lauren Vargas, Mia Ridge, Suzanne Isaacs, Victoria Van Hyning.   
371 “Emerging Job Profiles for Museum Professionals,” accessed October 21, 2020, 
https://www.culturepartnership.eu/en/article/emerging-job-profiles-for-museum-professionals. 
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that an institution would normally require.372 In addition, the perception in the European GLAM sector is 

that community management forms part of a digital strategy to actively engage participants beyond the 

passive process of observation. This approach sees community managers as a hybrid of educator and 

marketer bringing the public into the process of digital curation and exhibition.373 This definition is the 

general description for the industry and can be adapted to the individual institutional or project needs. 

What can be distilled from the wide range of activities associated with the position are three general 

purposes for a community manager: support volunteers in their work, develop the community skills and 

resources, and growth in community membership and resources.  

There are clear examples of this role functioning effectively throughout the interviews conducted. After 

establishing the Spotlight on Play Bills project at the British Library, most of the project manager’s time 

has been spent fielding questions from volunteers and promoting the work through social media.374 

Interviews with volunteers who contributed to the Spotlight  project also confirm that they had on 

average more than one contact hour per week with the project manager and found feedback from the 

manager contributed to their willingness to participate.375 Specifically one subject said of the manager 

on Spotlight, “her feedback is absolutely first-rate which encourages you doesn't it to keep doing it 

because you can do well.”376 Similarly, Suzanne Isaacs at the National Archives and Records 

Administration (USA) delivers regular training sessions for the Citizen Archivist program and ensures 

participants have access to tasks that they are suited to perform without interruption.377 Participants in 

the Citizen Archivist program cite Suzanne as a major factor as to why they enjoyed the program and 

found her feedback invaluable in terms of skill building but also a sense of self-worth that came from 

growing those skills.378 Among the volunteers surveyed for this paper, 40% indicated that having a 

centralized figure as point-of-contact has a positive influence on their participation, and 85% agreed that 

more hours spent training and getting feedback from community managers would improve their 

engagement in the community.379 The consensus therefore is that community management is good for 

the sustainability of a digital community.  

Conversely, there are examples in which no, or limited support as outlined above was provided by a 

central figure(s), and this has had a negative impact on volunteers. One interview subject who 

volunteered on both the Living with Machines and Playbills in the Spotlight projects reported on the 

difference in management styles as being influential. They found the interaction with community 

managers on the Spotlight project to be hugely beneficial and when they started working on Living with 

Machines there was no such feedback and so they ceased to work on that project quickly.380 Other 

 
372 Panagiota Polymeropoulou and Kameas, Achilles, eds., The Future of Museum Professionals in the Digital 
Era :The Success Story of Mu.SA, first (Greece: Hellenic Open University Press, 2020). 
373 ‘Industry Report: Digital Transformation in the Museum Industry’, Axiell, 22 July 2016, 
https://www.axiell.com/report/digital-transformation-in-the-museum-industry/. 
374 Mia Ridge, interview by Author, London, February 2020 
375 Subject A, interview by author London, 9 January 2020, Subject C, Interview by Author, London, 05 March 2020, 
Subject J, Interview by Author, London, 04 March 2020 
376 Subject A, interview by author London, 9 January 2020 
377 Suzanne Isaacs, interview by Author, London,  
378 Subject L, interview by Author, London, 27 June 2019, Subject H, interview by Author, London, 25 May 2020  
379 Appendix B  
380 Subject A, interview by author London, 9 January 2020 
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interview subjects find that receiving little to no feedback from community management leaves them 

feeling lost or undervalued.381 Two other subjects reported that they specifically left a project because 

the response time to requests from managers was too slow and that feedback was not frequent 

enough.382 The sense from one subject was a lack of support made them feel pointless they said, “If you 

get support for that idea that's great… and if you come in and just don't then I think it's a bit weird and 

you sit there feeling like ‘what am I doing?’”383 When looking at the survey data, 43% of respondents felt 

that their relationship with a community manager was important to their continued participation. One 

example, the Historical Hospital Admission Records Project (HHARP), shows that half of participants left 

the project in the months after funding for a community manager had ended, bringing the project to a 

temporary halt before more funding could be secured.384 It stands therefore that since there are many 

successfully run projects with a central community manager figure, and several examples where they fail 

without one that  community management is critical for community sustainability.  

The singular, professional, community management model therefore is quite popular because it can be 

simple and effective. Concentrating and centralizing all of the community management into a single 

position makes for a focused effort and little resource expenditure on the part of the institution. 

However, this model is rather limited in what it can achieve and has some short comings if a group 

becomes too large for an individual to manage or if something happens that prevents that single 

individual from performing their duties.  

5.1.2 Multiple Community Managers 

Contrasting with the singular community manager model, there are other approaches to community 

management in crowdsourcing projects that have been shown to be successful. Interview subjects from 

the UK National Railway Museum report that the community management duties, are dispersed among 

people who either work in a professional capacity for the museum or volunteer there. For their largest 

crowdsourcing project Railway: Work, Life, and Death there are three people largely responsible for 

community management. Firstly, there is a volunteer coordinator who has a paid position at the 

museum and is involved with the museum’s hiring and training of volunteers.385 This person only 

devotes part of their time to community management as they have other volunteer related duties to 

attend to. Secondly, a researcher at the University of Portsmouth who is a part-time, grant-funded 

researcher on the project provides some community management, and also provides certain training for 

volunteers and helps with troubleshooting issues.386 The third is a volunteer at the museum, and their 

primary responsibility is to provide work for the crowdsourced volunteers and to give them feedback to 

help improve their work. This means that for the volunteers on the project, they have a variety of 

 
381 Subject H, interview by Author, London, 25 May 2020 
382 Subject B, Interview by Author, London, 20 February 2020. Subject G, Interview by Author, London, 02 June 
2020 
383 Subject I, interview by Author, London, August 2019 
384 Andrea Tanner, interview by Author, London, November 2016 
385 Subject F, interview by Author, London, April, 20 2020 
386 Mike Esbester, interview by Author, London, March, 16 2020 
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people they can contact if they need something, which Subject F reports as being confusing from time to 

time, although largely functional.387 

In addition to assigning one volunteer to take on general community manager duties, there are 

examples where the project managers crowdsource the duties as well. Both Subjects D and E report that 

they were approached by a project or community manager to take on moderator duties. Subject D 

volunteered to take on additional support duties because they had extensive professional experience in 

customer support for computers.388 For Subject E this includes providing feedback and support to 

community members who are struggling with technical issues on a project. Subject E said, “[I] help 

[project managers] because they're busy and sometimes it may take two days to get a question 

answered. So, therefore I'm there and then [volunteers] can chose other moderators of the group… that 

way we can help the other people and sort of feel more important doing the job.”389 On the other end of 

the moderator position, Subject H described her process when facing a difficult transcription was to call 

upon the volunteer moderators for support after using Google to research possible solutions. They went 

on to say that when working with volunteer moderators “you don't feel as though you're working on 

your own.”390 In this way the inclusion of members of the crowd in the management of the community, 

at least in terms of technical support, lessens the workload for the project managers and paid 

community managers without interfering in the process.  

In contrast to a single community manager, the multiple managers employed by larger institutions has 

very little issue dealing with large groups of volunteers or providing redundancies for unforeseen 

absences. However, this model does not carry the same efficiency benefit of the singular manager. Most 

obviously, multiple community managers cost more resources to the institution than one and so this 

model does not fit smaller institutions with more limited budgets. Additionally, there is a risk that too 

many managers can confuse volunteers when they seek help for specific problems among other risks of 

competing and overlapping work. What is missing from both centralized management systems though is 

a lack of agency on the part of the community members themselves. In each model, the institution has 

exclusive control over the recruitment, training, and task allocation of the community. This can, as noted 

in several examples above, lead to some resentment among volunteers.  

5.1.3 Community Self-Management (Wiki Model) 

The major alternative to centralized management is the Wiki model. Most Wikis, especially the largest 

one Wikipedia, have no official community managers at all. Based on the fact that as of 20 October 2020 

Wikipedia had 6,178,330 articles created and maintained by nearly 6,000 high-volume editors391 and a 

further 10,000 medium-volume editors392, all created between 2002 and 2020, it can be said to be the 

most successful crowdsourcing project of all time.393 For many pro-open source Wikipedians such as 

 
387 Subject F, interview by Author, London, April, 20 2020  
388 Subject D, interview by Author, London, 01 June 2020 
389 Subject E, interview by Author, London, April 2020 
390 Subject H, interview by Author, London, 25 May 2020 
391 High volume meaning more than 100 edits documented on their profile  
392 Between 25 and 99 edits documented 
393 “Wikipedia:Size of Wikipedia,” in Wikipedia, October 20, 2020, 
https://en.wikipedia.org/w/index.php?title=Wikipedia:Size_of_Wikipedia&oldid=984440392. 
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interview Subject L, this is clear evidence that centralized authority is a limiting factor in the growth and 

sustainability of a crowdsourcing project.394 The self-correcting nature that is common to Wikis, 

supports the claim that a heterarchy is able to demonstrate strong resilience during the adaptive cycle 

and absorb growth effectively. As Peter and Swilling note, the flatter the hierarchy the less likely there is 

to be a power struggle between key stakeholders.395 In the Wiki model, no one has an official position 

higher than anyone else so there is no opportunity to abuse power. Wikipedia’s fastest growth took 

place in its the first eight years and it has maintained steady growth of between 4-7% from 2014 to 

2020.396 While there are some members in the Wikimedia Foundation whose job involves working with 

the community and development plans for Wikipedia as a whole, the community itself is self-regulating. 

Without input from a central authority, the community can meet its goals of providing up to date and 

largely accurate information on a wide variety of subjects.397 The method by which they manage the 

community is built into the Wiki’s crowdsourcing nature. By having a large community that checks on 

itself, community management is taken care of by the same people as work on the project. The volume 

of contributors means that each person can do small amounts of correction and provide support for 

fellow community members and in aggregate the whole community is managed.398  The Wikipedia 

model represents sustainable practices because its bottom-up approach to relationship dynamics allows 

for regular opportunities to engage with tension which Reed argues helps establish clear boundaries 

early and often.399 This coincides with Peter and Swillings emphasis on the importance of heterarchy in 

establishing individual value within a system400 as well as Romero-Lankao’s discussion of the K-phase of 

the adaptive cycle where the establishment of social bonds that will be more resilient to change is 

reliant upon inclusive group behaviours which are stymied by unequal power distribution.401 

As noted in the methodology, but also of particular relevance to the data collected on Wikipedia, the 

available data for this study is subject to some bias. All subjects interviewed are involved exclusively 

with English-speaking projects and come from a limited range of countries, where English is either the 

native language or a prevalent second language.402 Except for two interview subjects who have been 

involved in Wiki projects, the remaining interview subjects have been involved in projects which had 

designated community manager roles.403 Their experiences, while not exclusively limited to projects 

with a centralized community management model, have been dominated by such a model. This may 

impact interview subjects’ ability to think critically about centralized management models, especially 

those subjects for whom community management is their profession. The exceptions drawn from Wiki 

backgrounds may also show bias in their attitudes because they have worked either professionally or 

 
394 Subject L, interview by author, London 27 June 2019  
395 Peter and Swilling, p 1601 
396 “Wikipedia:Size of Wikipedia,” in Wikipedia, October 20, 2020, 
397 Dariusz Jemielniak, ‘Wikipedia: Why Is the Common Knowledge Resource Still Neglected by Academics?’, 
GigaScience 8, no. 12 (3 December 2019) 
398 Subject L, interview by Author  
399 Reed et. al, p 410 
400 Peter and Swilling , p 1611. 
401 Romero-Lankao et al., ‘Urban Sustainability and Resilience’. P 1224 
402 Interview subjects are from: United Kingdom, United States of America (including Puerto Rico), Germany, The 
Netherlands, Canada, and New Zealand  
403 This includes the Railway Museum which has multiple designations but critically has defined roles for those 
community managers.  
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extensively in a volunteer capacity towards promoting the de-centralized Wiki model. It will therefore be 

necessary while re-evaluating the concept of community management to note potential impacts caused 

by these biases. In addition, secondary sources will be needed to help find additional perspectives on 

this issue.  

With a community led management model, those issues of resources, redundancies, and resentment 

can be resolved by an empowered community in charge of itself. However, the lack of centralized 

authority may create a loss of focus or other unforeseen issues. It is essential having presented the 

major benefits and problems facing these three models to now take a critical lens to each and find the 

practical issues facing each one so a synthesized approach may be broached.  

5.2 Critically evaluating the models of community management  

A 2019 report from the EU’s Museum Sector Alliance notes that while the online community manager 

concept is growing in importance in the museum sector, “this figure is usually not fully integrated into 

the museum structure.”404 This is a product of the fact that a community manager does not necessarily 

have direct involvement with the core cultural heritage work. While they are engaging with the public,  

that engagement is not as a result of creating cultural heritage work and therefore may not be seen as 

equal in value. According to some interview subjects, community managers are often charged with a 

workload that is allocated without understanding the time405 and resources406 needed to do a good 

job.407 Meanwhile, GLAM institutions are often not-for-profit and may find it difficult to secure funding 

for one or more community managers over a long period of time. This creates a fundamental conflict 

where institutions lack a steady funding model for community management but the demands on 

community managers are increasing as crowdsourcing becomes more popular.408 Some institutions have 

been reluctant to pursue alternative models, like a Wiki, because it removes too much of their control 

over their resources and goals.409 Once the major flaws in the dominant community management 

models are established, then it may be possible to propose alternative models that meet institutional 

needs while also foregrounding the wishes and expectations of the volunteers.  

5.2.1 Singular Community Manager  

While survey and interview participants agree that regular contact with a community manager promotes 

more engagement and longer participation in a project, there are some flaws in the model that are also 

brought up. The most significant flaw mentioned by community managers is the ‘bottle neck’ problem. 

The issue is quite simple in that one, full-time employee only has enough time to manage so many 

people in a community. Suzanne Isaacs estimates that a single community manager in the Citizen 

 
404 “Emerging Job Profiles for Museum Professionals,” accessed October 21, 2020, 
https://www.culturepartnership.eu/en/article/emerging-job-profiles-for-museum-professionals. 
405 Caitlin Peck, interview by Author, Stowmarket UK, 2017 
406 Andrea Tanner, interview by Author, London, November 2016 
407 Subject A, interview by author London, 9 January 2020 – generally agrees that community managers are lacking 
in time and resources based on their experience.  
408 Mia Ridge, interview by Author, London, 14 February 2020 
409 Rachel Happe, interview by Author, London, 18 October 2019  
    Subject L, interview by Author, London, 27 June 2019 
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Archivist program can reasonably manage fifty volunteers.410 Additionally, for many projects, the project 

manager is also responsible for the community management work, which limits this number even 

further. For example, Caitlin Peck project manager from the Museum of East Anglian Life allotted one 

day per week for community management at the start of the Search for the Stars project but found this 

allocation inadequate once more volunteers began working on the project.411 Exacerbating the situation, 

Caitlin referred to limited term contracts like hers as being commonplace with regards to digital projects 

and acting as a “Sword of Damocles” that makes finding time for community management even more 

difficult.412 Another project manager for the British Library, Christian Algar, noted, “the frustration is 

that we don't have enough time or resources to do [the work]. With any project like this if you're doing 

it on existing sources then you kind of spend a bit of time initially juggling everything at it and then you 

kind of gradually come down to a somewhere where you can kind of plateau”413 A single, centralized 

community manager, while effective on small-scale projects, is not itself sustainable as projects grow in 

size or scope. 

A simple solution could be to hire a team of community managers, but that too has limitations. Of the 

twenty project and community managers interviewed, all of them agreed that one of the major limiting 

factors to sustainability is insufficient funding. It is already difficult to secure funds for a single 

community manager414 let alone a community management team. While those same interview subjects 

agree with studies that community management is valuable415 no such studies have been conducted 

that show a difference in the effectiveness of team based or solo community managers. Further, a study 

from UCL on the Bentham project indicates that, at least in the earlier stage of the project, the overall 

output of their crowd cost more than if they had hired a full-time research assistant to carry out the 

same work and meet the same timeline.416  More recent analysis of community management in the 

GLAM sector show a more encouraging view of the position. A consulting group known as The 

Community Roundtable reported in 2019 that the ROI for community managers was $1.32 for every $1 

spent on salary and benefits.417 However, this data is based on community managers in the for-profit 

sector and assumes comparable benefits for the non-profit sector which is not always the case.418 While 

there are in many cases other benefits to the institution from following a crowdsourcing model (ex: 

increased digital footfall, direct feedback from engaged users, sufficient manpower for large scale 

projects, etc.) than there is from employing a dedicated research assistant, those benefits may not be 

convincing to a budget manager at a museum. If the perceived goal of a project is to transcribe 

documents, it would seem unreasonable to pay more money for a community than it would to hire a 
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trained professional to do the work. This insufficiency of funding, or at least of funding allocation, is not 

an issue that can likely be solved from the bottom up, but it is an existential threat to the sustainability 

of most crowdsourcing projects, not least because of this very bottle neck issue. Without sufficient 

funding for community management, projects which currently run on a centralized management model 

will reach a cap in volunteer participation beyond which community management will no longer operate 

effectively, and are thus unlikely to be resilient to the stress this puts on the community.  

Even in a scenario in which sufficient funding has been allocated for a community manager, there are 

other continuity issues that affect sustainability. Staff turnover is a major factor hindering continuity in 

crowdsourcing. Due to the often fixed-term contracts and precarious employment that result from the 

ways in which cultural heritage projects are funded, a key staff member is likely to leave their position 

either because funding for the post has run out, or because the staff member has found a more settled 

position elsewhere. The relationships built between manager and the community are then immediately 

ended and new relationships have to be built up from scratch. In some cases, such as in the HHARP 

project, staff turnover brought the project to an abrupt halt.419 In other cases, such as the Search for the 

Stars project, the change in staff allowed the institution to re-evaluate the position in question and 

make community management explicit in the subsequent job advertisement.420 While it is yet unknown 

if this has been beneficial to Search for the Stars, such a shift in focus will at least help prepare a new 

employee for the demands which the former position holder struggled with.421 While the HHARP case 

definitely had a negative impact on sustainability, the Search for the Stars case still represents a shift 

within the system which could end relationships with some participants or create new relationships with 

others. In either case, the system experiences a great deal of stress when such a critical role is changed.  

Not only is there a problem with staff turnover in a centralized community management model, but 

there are also complications around the general continuity of work. When the institution controls the 

community management position, they have unilateral control over the workflow and materials. 

Interruption of that flow can occur for any number of staffing reasons including the above-mentioned 

staff turnover, or a long illness for example. An analysis of projects running on the From the Page 

platform that experienced a month or more work interruption showed an immediate drop in user 

registrations. Further, when new materials were presented for work, only about half of those users 

returned to the project.422 For a project with ten volunteers working on it that could translate to losing 

five volunteers due to a month long break in work. This could have a massive impact on the work done 

on the project if those participants are so called ‘super users.’423 The Community Roundtable analysis on 

work flow continuity shows this affect could occur even in projects which experience a two week 

interruption.424 While these interruptions can be largely mitigated with some automation and clear 

communication on the what materials there are to work with, it is a fine margin of error for many 

crowdsourcing projects. If there is only one community manager who holds exclusive responsibility for 
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this continuity, then simple human errors and unexpected events could have a serious impact on the 

community functionality which negatively impacts growth and sustainability.  

5.2.2 Community-Led Management  

On the other side of the spectrum, there are some recurring issues in the Wiki model of exclusively 

community-led management. According to a former employee of Wikimedia UK, users reported that the 

freedom to be considered an expert on a subject without the traditional gatekeeping aspects of 

academia was a major motivation for their continued participation.425 That freedom makes them feel 

empowered, but can also lead to conflict on a number of articles particularly with regards to sensitive 

topics.426 This limits the type of work that the Wiki model can effectively do, as articles on historical 

events such as genocide cannot make any progress, and in fact damage community sustainability by 

bringing members into direct conflict with one another. The only time these conflicts can be resolved is 

when the central authority of the Wikimedia Foundation locks an article. This has the effect often of 

locking down the community as well when such actions are perceived as encroachments on user 

freedom.427 In this way the power has been split in a different, but still uneven manner. The users 

collectively have absolute control over the shape and management of the community. They can rebel or 

rally against opposition both internal and external without regard for the ultimate mission of Wikipedia. 

At the same time, the institution still maintains the option of absolute control over the content with its 

ability to unilaterally block modifications to an article. Instead of a pyramidal hierarchy or a flat 

heterarchy, the system becomes one of distanced powers in the case of some articles and heated 

opposition in others. In the adaptive cycle, new pressures stimulate growth and a system can either 

change in composition and return to a resilient state or it can be destroyed under the strain of said 

pressure.428 Neither situation lends itself to the adaptive cycle model as there is no clear path towards 

growth or change, except in a destructive sense in the case of opposition.  

Beyond the debatable benefits of a Wiki-style management system in general, there is the pressing issue 

of how such an open-ended model fits the needs of cultural heritage institutions. For some advocates, 

one of the major advantages of things like Wikipedia is how easily they allow for open access to 

materials and projects.429 The idea behind open access is to make cultural heritage resources more 

readily accessible and allow for more collaborative work to be performed. Successful examples of such 

an approach include the Afrocrowds project, which brings together multiple institutions into a Wiki that 

is meant to represent the history of Black people in the world beyond the White lens of individual 

institutions.430 The crowds involved grow as more institutions share their resources and support the 

variety of different projects being undertaken. At the heart of this support is the tacit understanding 

that the materials being made available will be open and available to the public in perpetuity. Without 

that, the projects would cease to be.431 In this case, the call for open access came from the crowd in part 
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because that crowd does not have the materials needed to form an ongoing project and community. 

Institutions have supported Afrocrowds because it has benefitted them as well. The Haitian Creole 

Language institution, for example, through its participation in Afrocrowds has access to hundreds of 

volunteers who are speakers of a language with a wide range of dialects that can be difficult to hear 

outside of a specific region. This gives them unprecedented access to a range of speakers whom they 

can communicate with frequently without making personal visits. By sharing their resources through the 

Afrocrowds wiki they create a process of mutual benefit that functions by its very openness.  

5.2.3 Issues of Control Across Models  

There is also the question of how a centralized management style inherently limits the community’s 

potential. Returning to the adaptive cycle model, centralized authority rooted in the institution 

represents a pyramidal hierarchical structure; the institution outweighs the crowd. Even if the power is 

shared between all stakeholders, the institution is still represented by one, or a few individuals and the 

power dynamic is skewed in comparison to a crowd of dozens or even hundreds. This power balance is 

evident in interviews with volunteers. One interview subject expressed outright frustration with what 

they perceived to be “deaf ears” with regards to suggestions for improvement.432 Another subject 

expressed a dependency on community managers to provide direction and stated that they felt lost on 

projects which did not have “active and engaged” community manager.433 When one subject reported 

they had no interest in pursuing more leadership roles in their communities, they added that they did 

not think it was allowed. When asked to clarify, they pointed out that the institution seemed to be solely 

responsible for leadership and that they were just a volunteer doing work.434 The very nature of 

institutional control over community management creates a power imbalance which limits the potential 

for participation in the community. In order to reach the part of the adaptive cycle where growth or 

renewal of community is achieved, participants must feel able to have a say in that growth or renewal. 

Without shared power in the community the model of sustainability simply does not hold over time.  

Project manager control over institutional goals is also considered essential for the proper distribution 

of resources. There is a conflict involved with allowing increased control over the direction of a project 

or the training and development of volunteers to be handed over to volunteer participants. The 

resources dedicated to the project aside from labor largely come from the institution and so control 

over what gets accomplished and how is something the institution has a vested interest in. The Spotlight 

on Play Bills project received funding for digitization and crowd sourcing because it fit within the mission 

of the British Library's Digital Scholarship and Printed Heritage department;435 however, if the crowd 

itself is entirely responsible for the direction of the project, then it risks falling outside the institution’s 

scope. This is because the institution would not have the necessary stake of control that impacts their 

decision making, especially regarding budget. In situations where resources are limited, institutions will 

find it difficult to justify supporting projects which either do not meet their needs or which potentially 

conflict with their own work and the work of other institutions. This necessity to have control over 
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project goals in order to justify the allocation of resources is one reason why the Wiki model in 

particular is ill suited to many GLAM institutions.  

5.3 Alternative models of community management  

With the primary conflict in the more commonly-applied models of community management being 

about where control is centered, it is important to return to the concept of heterarchy introduced in the 

previous chapter. Balancing power and control within a community is a concept that appears 

throughout most of the approaches to sustainability covered in the previous chapter. A system which 

cannot balance power between stakeholders is a system that will not continue through the adaptive 

cycle. The social learning theory approach to sustainability identifies imbalances of power to be a major 

contributor to conflict between stakeholders and conflict is the main reason for community 

dissolution.436 A flattening of the hierarchical structure produces less conflict and allows for a shared set 

of goals to be met.437 Flattened hierarchies produce less conflict because no one can claim ownership or 

authority over another which allows for power to be more evenly distributed as all parties need to 

engage in decision making without authoritative direction.438 In a heterarchical system this flattening is 

achieved by simply removing rank and connecting the best person suited for a job to take charge of said 

job.  

As discussed, a pure heterarchy like this would not work well in an institution which has a hierarchical 

structure and concerns over control of a project and its materials. Similarly, it might not work in a Wiki 

model because conflict is created in deciding who is the best person for a particular job when the topics 

are controversial. Instead of a pure heterarchy it is worth considering ways in which the heterarchical 

framework can be adapted to different situations within crowdsourcing communities. Here I will 

propose three approaches to community management that could potentially solve these issues based 

on approaches already in use in part with various communities observed for this study. First, there are 

examples of shared leadership, that is to say situations in which volunteers from the community are 

involved in some aspects of community management, which when combined address the issues of 

hierarchy effectively and could contribute to more sustainability. Second, there is an approach to 

community management which still leaves the institution firmly in control but revises the system in 

which a single or small group of individuals carry sole responsibility for community management. Finally, 

an altered version of the Wiki model could be adapted for institutional use with minor changes to the 

role of the project manager that would allow the sense of freedom appreciated by many volunteers 

while allowing the institutional control over essential functions of the project.  

5.3.1 Shared Community Leadership 

One of the ways in which some institutions have created a sustainable community environment is 

through the promotion of volunteers to positions of leadership. This has become increasingly common, 

as more than a dozen projects surveyed for this study currently offer some form of moderator role for 

 
436 Garmendia and Stagl, ‘Public Participation for Sustainability and Social Learning’. p 1720 
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438 Peter and Swilling, ‘Linking Complexity and Sustainability Theories’. p 1611 

https://doi.org/10.3390/su6031594


90 
 
 

 

volunteers to take on.439 The moderator role has a number of definitions in these situations, with some 

volunteers reviewing the work of other volunteers and correcting mistakes for final approval440, while 

others troubleshoot problems in the forums and help provide training and feedback for other 

volunteers.441 Of the fifty-six volunteers surveyed for this study, six were already participating in such a 

role and an additional fourteen expressed interest in doing so.442 Additionally, when asked if they were 

interested in other types of roles that relied on creative work such as project design, thirty-two 

volunteers had some interest, and nearly ten of the volunteers were very interested.443 Of the four 

interview subjects who had taken on moderator roles, they all agreed that being offered the opportunity 

to do more and to take on some kind of leadership gave them confidence that the community’s voice 

was being heard and that their contributions mattered.444 Additionally, one community manager has 

found it valuable to give the moderators the opportunity to review each other’s work and to have a 

space to feedback with one another.445 One moderator who was interviewed also reported a higher 

frequency of social interaction with other volunteers than from before they were a moderator. Before 

becoming a moderator they described their time spent socializing with other participants as, “there's 

not much discussion back and forth between the people.”446 However, as a result of being a moderator 

and having to support and work with other volunteers they report, “then you say you know read this 

guy's [profile] and this is how this made me feel and then you go back and forth a little bit.”447 Overall 

they found this aspect of being a moderator as making him, “sort of feel more important doing the 

job.”448 The other moderators have similar stories and found their time as a moderator to be a beneficial 

and that it was “good to be trusted that way.”449 Given the overwhelming positive feedback from those 

who have been moderators on projects, recruiting moderators from among the crowd would be advised 

for projects that are not already doing so.  

 
439 See Appendix B  
440 Subject B 
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443 See Figure 1 
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445 Christian Algar, interview by Author, London, 14 February 2020 
446 Subject E, interview by Author, London, April 2020 
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Figure 1. Responses to the question ”Do you feel you would have an interest in more creative types of 

work such as participating in project design or publications?” 

Taking the role of the moderator one step further, the National Rail Museum created a community 

management position for one of its volunteers. The responsibilities of this unpaid position are to 

coordinate the workflow of a subsection of volunteers. The number of volunteers managed ranges 

between seven and twenty depending on the needs of the volunteers to be managed as well as the 

availability of the voluntary manager. This work includes emailing them the pages to transcribe, 

providing feedback on their work, correcting errors, and maintaining a regular email correspondence 

with them.450 On average this work takes the volunteer manager twenty hours per week to complete. 

The volunteers he manages are not all of the volunteers on the project, but they are the ones who 

prefer this style of managed workflow to simply logging into a platform and sorting through and 

selecting from the overwhelming volume of work they could take on. The volunteer manager also keeps 

track of the pace of the work the volunteers can do and adjusts the amount of work he sends 

accordingly so as to match the pace between all of the volunteers and keep the workflow on a regular 

schedule.451 Additionally, the volunteer manager provides encouraging feedback and provides specific 

examples from each volunteer’s output in order to encourage a positive relationship and make the 

volunteers “feel heard.”452 In addition to this volunteer manager, there is a paid volunteer coordinator 

at the museum who participates in the recruitment and training of volunteers, as well as carrying out 
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supervision of in-person volunteers and some elements of community management in the digital space. 

There is also a grant-funded project coordinator who provides feedback to volunteers who utilize the 

museum’s crowdsourcing platform. Of the three, the volunteer manager spends the most time directly 

working with and managing individual volunteers.453 The system has functioned from 2016-2022, and 

the community around the project has experienced a period of growth but has largely remained stable 

for that same period.454  

The sense from the grant-funded coordinator is that this type of work promotes a healthier 

community.455 The positive feedback from the volunteers is regular and sent to both the volunteer 

manager and project manager.456 The volunteers feel heard, trusted, and see no reason why they would 

not continue to participate in the National Rail Museum project for the foreseeable future.457 However, 

while the community saw an initial surge in growth after the first few months that growth fell to a 

subsistence level with approximately as many new participants joining as there were participants 

leaving. In terms of the adaptive cycle, this can be a signal of a shift to the Omega phase and the 

dissolution of the community. This is because the K and R phases are dependent on growth, either in 

membership or mission, to push forward the changes in a community that prevent it from stagnating. A 

lack of growth could be evidence that the cycle is slowing down, but the end of the cycle will not be 

totally apparent unless the size of the community begins to shrink.458   That said, this shared work 

approach does address the two major concerns regarding a single manager or professionals only 

community management. If Subject F were unable to continue to work for any reason, there are at least 

two other paid members of the institution who could temporarily manage the workflow while a suitable 

replacement was sought. Therefore, the continuity of staff turn-over is easier to maintain with multiple 

staff members involved than simply one or two. That said, the longevity of the project (six years as of 

February 2022), the length of continuous service of community members (Subject F reports five years as 

of June 2021), the consistent positive feedback provided to project and community managers, suggests 

that there is a benefit in exploring models of shared community management with volunteers from the 

community.  

For many institutions, one of the roadblocks to expanding volunteer roles similar to what the National 

Rail Museum has done is the concern over labor ethics. One of the key concerns discussed at the 2019 

People and Machines workshop hosted by the National Archives UK was this issue of labor ethics.459 

Where is the line of exploitation when it comes to asking for increased responsibility of volunteers? 

Dunn & Hedges note, “Because of the social and community-focused nature of ‘postfunctional’ 

humanities crowdsourcing projects, the ethical issues raised concern rather the nature, balance and 

dynamics of the relationships among project participants and organizers, and the equity with which the 

benefits arising are distributed among the different stakeholders.”460 Combined with the fact that these 
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are volunteers who willingly commit their time already to these projects, the ethical risks are mitigated 

to a degree by distributing the benefits. However, most institutions are studying the crowd itself in some 

way and so their volunteering for research falls under the usual ethics considerations given to human 

research. When an opportunity is offered to take on increased leadership though, the increased time 

burden and the change in the relationship between institution and volunteer risks violation of those 

ethics. Is a volunteer that is asked to moderate or manage other volunteers, technically an employee of 

the institution? If yes, what kind of benefits are they entitled to? Are they required to undergo standard 

training procedures the same as any employee or other non-paid workers such as interns? If benefits are 

afforded to non-paid workers that are typically connected to the physical space461 how can a digital 

volunteer take advantage of those? Above all else, how much can a professional institution ask of an 

unpaid volunteer before it becomes apparent that such work is so essential it should be compensated 

accordingly? These ethical concerns threaten the potential of community-based management and 

leadership and must be taken into consideration before a project should consider expanding the roles 

that volunteers can take on.  

If the ethical concerns can be mitigated, then this community leadership model has a very serious 

impact on sustainability. As noted, the moderators interviewed for this study felt a deeper engagement 

with the project and felt they were valued quite highly for their contributions. Meanwhile, other 

subjects who were not moderators or voluntary managers expressed appreciation for being able to look 

to their fellow volunteers for support and development. This process builds up an opportunity to 

advance for those interested, and acknowledgment of the value of the kind of work volunteers can 

provide to all stakeholders. Additional research on this specific approach could potentially reveal more 

about the possible impacts of such a leadership model but it can only be a small part of this study.  

5.3.2 The Wiki Model Modified  

While the Wiki model of community management often fails to meet the needs of an institution, there is 

value in exploring how this model could be adapted to be more effective. The major problem with the 

Wiki model, from the point of view of the institution, is that they lose control over who can access their 

materials and potentially of the overall mission of the projects they are running. One major concern that 

frames this issue of control is that of vandalism. Wikipedia articles can have editing shut down because 

certain topics attract extremist view points and cause an information war between editors.462 That is not 

unique to Wikipedia as there are other crowdsourcing projects with similar issues, such as Freedom on 

the Move which documents advertisements for the capture of escaped enslaved people in the United 

States. They had to implement policies around word choices like “enslaved people” rather than “slaves” 

because white supremacist groups were sending volunteers to work on the project in order to help 

bolster the narrative that individual people were nothing more than property.463 Another issue that 

institutions often cannot control, is legal issues regarding intellectual property. Different rules about 

what can and cannot be made accessible to volunteers and to the public are at play with every 

institution. Even large and relatively well funded institutions such as the British Library have to control 
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what is made available in order to not violate copyright law.464The other issue is that crowds could take 

the project into an unwanted direction beyond the scope of what an institution does. While the Old 

Weather project is often cited as an example where this crowd led direction yielded positive results 

without undoing the initial goal of the project465 it shows that the scope of a project can change 

significantly by the will of the crowd. Understanding these issues of control does however empower 

institutions that want to consider a Wiki model approach to crowdsourcing to make certain changes 

addressing control.  

Where the Wiki model meets these institutional issues is through the exercise of ‘soft control’ which can 

be achieved with fewer resources than a team of professional community managers while taking 

advantage of the benefits to volunteer empowerment, and thus sustainability, that is part of the Wiki 

model. The copyright and controlling access issues can be better handled by a part- or full-time 

community manager position in a situation in which other aspects of the community manager position 

(ex. Support, feedback, and promoting social engagement) are gradually turned over to the community 

itself. This approach was tested by the author in field research conducted at St. Dunstan’s Educational 

Foundation from 2018-2020. The issue of digital vandalism or other unruly behavior in the community 

that causes disruption can be resolved by the members of the community more readily if they have the 

sufficient training and skills necessary to both handle those scenarios and to recognize proper 

procedures before they become issues.466 While this requires hands on work for a community manager, 

the work done by Wikimedia UK to bring a standard of professionalism and decorum to UK based 

Wikipedia communities demonstrates the effectiveness of upskilling community members to take on 

the challenge themselves. Meanwhile, the issue around controlling the mission and preventing 

individuals from considering their own interests above the group can be mitigated if the community 

manager focuses on their role as a resource manager. The Atlas of Living Australia project has a track 

record of putting its citizen scientists in a leading position with regards to what gets transcribed or 

tagged by volunteers in part because they only exert control over what data sets are made available and 

when.467 In each of these scenarios the crowd takes over some of the aspects of managing itself the way 

Wiki crowd do but the institution can devote part-time resources to protect their own interests.    

Controlling access to records and materials, both for volunteers and for the public does not have to 

interfere with the community led aspects of the Wiki model. A successful example of this model would 

be the field research undertaken with the archives of St. Dunstan’s Educational Foundation from 2018-

2020. In the initial phase of developing the archive and its community, the archivist was responsible for 

all aspects of the project but emphasized the training of volunteers to take on increasing responsibility. 

Similar to the reports from interview subjects, this centralized management created a bottleneck effect, 

and the initial number of volunteers was limited to five because of the part-time hours that the archivist 

was contracted for. In the second phase, feedback and social interaction largely became an automatic 

process between volunteers without any specific input from the archivist. Increasingly, the archivist 

stepped back to allow group work between volunteers, with an emphasis on peer support for issues 
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related to the project goals of digitization and metadata entry. An unexpected turn was that the groups 

also became better at troubleshooting support, and the major responsibility of the archivist became 

training, and final approval of work for the purposes of making it accessible to the public. Control over 

the workflow and mutual support was no longer the responsibility of the archivist which freed up time 

to focus on skills training and access issues.468 The unexpected intervention of COVID-19 brought an end 

to the direct involvement of the archivist. As a result, since 2020, the head of development at St. 

Dunstan’s has been in charge of training, and access469 but now the community chooses what projects to 

carry out including a 2021 completion of digitization of the schools termly magazine from 1897-2010.470 

Organizations that support Wikipedia’s model have recognized in the past the value that involving 

professional community managers can have on addressing issues of vandalism while building stronger 

communities. Wikimedia UK, a UK based charity in support of Wikis as open access educational tools 

works closely with Wikipedia and other Wikis to support community development.471 Since 2014, they 

have observed a shift amongst institutions with regard to the Wiki model for crowdsourcing projects. 

Former community manager for Wikimedia UK, John Lubbock said of UK higher education institutions, 

“the attitude of like we don't work with this ‘Wikipedia is unreliable’ that's kind of receding and people 

are kind of going actually, I can see the point of this now.”472 However that attitude shift is based upon 

the institution providing sufficient training and support for the people who are volunteering their 

contributions. Lubbock notes that the University of Edinburgh has seen significant success with digitizing 

and adding metadata for photos from their university archives using the Wiki approach. The main role 

for their archives team has been in providing training seminars for student volunteers on the project and 

giving technical support on demand as issues arise.473 Beyond that the students choose what photos to 

work with, what relevant meta data to include, and since 2015 have made 40,000 images available on 

the university’s website.474 Built into their volunteer recruitment materials is an emphasis on skills 

building, training, and the opportunity to explore475 all of which fit Lubbock’s description of training 

based community management. The technical infrastructure that volunteers use on the back end is 

based on Wikipedia and while not absolutely anyone can participate (volunteers are given editing 

permission) this approach still resembles the crowd contributor forward spirit of Wikis.476 The result is a 

total absence of issues surrounding vandalism on these articles. The institution controls who 

participates through its training programs and filters out potential problems that stem from the fully 

 
468 See Appendix B   
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open Wiki model while still benefitting from the feeling of power and inclusion participants receive from 

that same model.  

Lastly, we can see the community manager as a provider of key resources to the Wiki model can control 

the direction of project goals while also reaping benefits from the creativity of volunteers. Subject L 

worked on the Atlas of Living Australia (ALA) from 2015-2020 and described the relationship between 

volunteers and community managers as being centered around access to resources. They described 

volunteers as ‘perfectionists’ who ‘don’t like making mistakes’ and that creates a kind of timidness in 

their approach when first starting at the project.477 However, the freedom to explore the resources 

given has a transformative effect on volunteers, “Once you’ve been given the materials by the 

community manager and given the greenlight to go ahead, this fear subsides and you are able to take a 

project forward properly.”478 The volunteers are not given explicit directions on what needs to be done 

nor are they given an authoritative professional figure to whom they bring technical issues or to whom 

they can request feedback. Those aspects are taken care of by the other members in the community for 

the most part and the tasks they have the opportunity to take on are available immediately with an 

open access approach that is part of the ALA mission statement.479 Subject L goes on to describe the 

benefits of this approach and how it gives volunteers the opportunity to determine the next scope of 

the project the work on: “Once you pry it open and let the person who found out the information go in 

and lead the site… the crowdsourcing person can feed off the data of the others and it just explodes.”480 

While the community may indeed ‘lead the site’ all of the projects they work on fit the goals of the ALA 

because those are the only materials that the crowd has access to. Even in Subject L’s assertions of 

community autonomy, the community manager still features as the supplier of materials to work with 

and the person who can ‘pry it open.’ That control is maintained, but the ALA does not have to dedicate 

the time and resources on feedback and support that other projects have to.  

5.3.3 The Internal or Nesting Crowd 

One of the key advantages provided by community-based leadership is that the problems of centralized 

management can be mitigated by sharing the workload. This is relevant to institutions that struggle to 

justify the funding for a full-time community manager even when they are large-scale operations such as 

the British Library.481 Therefore if they could break down that role into its constituent pieces and let 

unpaid labor (in the form of volunteers) take care of some of the it, the rest could be handled by 

someone who is responsible for the project already. However, such an approach does not necessarily 

have to rely on the unpaid and potentially ethically-concerning work of the volunteer community. 

Already, at any given institution, there is a community of employees who share the same goals of the 

institution because they are employed to do so. If the constituent parts of community manager can be 

officially shared between employees, then the same problems could be solved without risking the 

ethical issues. One approach could be to assign more staff or create a job-sharing program at an 

institution. Alternatively, there is potential for a cultural shift across many GLAM institutions regarding 
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how to approach developing crowdsourcing projects. If the primary function of crowdsourcing is to 

divide labor up into small pieces carried out by a large group of individuals, then perhaps the approach 

to building a crowd-based project should be the same. The potential for a kind of internal crowdsourcing 

at the institution with regards to building a publicly facing crowdsourcing project could alleviate many of 

the concerns that impact community management.  

Returning to the definition of community manager already established in section 1 of this chapter, it is 

easier to understand how the role can be divided among employees effectively. Distilling this definition 

down to its key components, there emerge three components of the role that need to be filled: 

supporting volunteers in their work, developing the community in terms of its skills and infrastructure, 

and growing the community in terms of membership. The first of the three components focuses on the 

individual relationship between a community manager and the volunteers in the crowd; this includes 

workflow assignments, providing feedback, social media interaction, and other day-to-day tasks. The 

second component focuses on both the technological needs of a project such as platform maintenance, 

as well as relevant cultural heritage skills that are required by the project. The third component focuses 

on external relations on behalf of all stakeholders, such as recruitment and fund raising. These three 

components therefore require multiple staff with different skills sets to take on part-time responsibility 

for each component to ensure all areas are covered. Ideally, more than one person could have 

responsibilities in each area to address the problems associated with centralized management. 

Understanding these three distinct components as requiring some different and some overlapping skills 

leads to the consideration that silo-ing all of those tasks into one job description could cause problems. 

Finding ways to integrate more of the existing institutional resources into the community management 

process has yielded positive results in several cases.  

Volunteer support is a major time component, fielding requests for training or feedback or technical 

issues. If an institution cannot meet this time requirement from community manager staff, can they 

expand the group beyond that staff to include others. Much of the success that the British Library has 

seen on its Spotlight project is owed to the participation of additional staff in supporting volunteers.482 

One of those key staff members is not at all assigned to do work on crowdsourcing projects; their job is 

curator of printed texts, and their role is not specifically associated with the digital aspects of the library 

nor is it community-oriented.483 Nevertheless, they volunteer their time to help troubleshoot problems 

that the volunteer community members are having and to provide feedback and interaction through 

social media.484 This is in part what allows the project manager to overcome the bottleneck of having 

more than fifty volunteers to manage.485 The aforementioned National Rail Museum also has a part-

time, grant-funded position that as a product of the research being conducted results in additional 

feedback and support for volunteers.486 Mike Esbester’s role is to observe and study the National Rail 

Museum’s project and outputs which requires interaction with volunteers. By leveraging this existing 
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resource, Esbester can complete his research goals but also allow the museum to keep up with the 

volume of feedback needed for their crowd.  

Volunteers who have worked on several projects report that having two or three options in terms of 

people to contact when they are in need of assistance has had a more positive impact on their 

experience than having only one point of contact. One volunteer said that multiple team members made 

it possible for “[the team] actually have talked to me off and on” and “that really means a lot to me and 

I'm sure a lot of the other volunteers.”487 For another volunteer, the issue is not wanting to have to wait 

for a response,488 which they assume will take extra time; for yet another, there is concern that they 

may overburden the one person responsible, who is likely to have other work to do.489 What several 

interview subjects reported,490 and which is moreover supported by survey evidence in Appendix B, is 

that this feeling of being able to ask questions and have their mistakes constructively corrected is critical 

to their continued participation on a project. These are the behavioral assumptions outlined by Social 

Learning Theory that determine the community’s sustainability. Wals and Rodela (2014) establish 

expected outcomes and roles in communities. The volunteers have an expectation that there is an 

authoritative source to go to when they feel unable to complete a task. The role of “community 

supporter” or “technical expert” is established both by the position of the community manager as a 

professional at the institution and through their establishment of credentials and expertise when 

delivering training post-recruitment.491 When there is a break down in this expected relationship, 

community members can take unilateral action regardless of whether that action meets community 

goals.492 If that kind of behavior is allowed to continue and regular expectations are not established then 

resentment develops between stakeholders and the continued existence of the community itself is 

threatened.493 In order to meet the expected relationship between community members and managers 

there is a certain need to provide multiple points of contact for support otherwise volunteers like the 

ones quoted here will be more likely to act unilaterally and create an imbalance in the community.  

The technical support component is one of the recurring needs that interview subjects mention. In 

terms of maintaining a platform every crowdsourcing project that has been included in this study uses 

one of two options. Some institutions, such as NARA, have a dedicated ICT team already employed by 

the institution and they have web development staff that maintain the technical infrastructure for 

crowdsourcing.494 The other option, employed by many institutions including the Library of Congress, is 

to utilize a third party platform such as Zooniverse or From the Page to provide most of the technical 

infrastructure.495 When it comes to technical difficulties on the volunteer end however, the burden of 

support most often falls on the community manager. For Tate Britain’s crowdsourcing projects, the 
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160.  
493 Garmendia and Stagl, ‘Public Participation for Sustainability and Social Learning’. 
494 Suzanne Isaacs, interview by Author, London & Washington DC, September 5 2018 
495 Victoria Van Hyning, interview by Author, October 29, 2019 



99 
 
 

 

community manager has reported spending a significant, albeit unspecified, amount of time fielding 

troubleshooting queries from volunteers. This is especially difficult when working with digital materials 

from China or other parts of the world where there is an incompatibility in how to approach digitization 

and rights access to materials.496 The archival sciences, especially in terms of digital assets, are not 

universally applied around the world and so international projects can encounter some additional 

technical issues. Volunteers interviewed also report that when they have technical issues such as part of 

the platform not working, or image loading malfunctions, or forum post complications, the first person 

they contact is the community manager.497 This only puts more pressure on the existing bottleneck for a 

community manager that has other work to perform. 

While it would be an undue burden to task an institution’s ICT department with support tickets from the 

community, there are examples of successfully integrating them into a support strategy. At the Tate 

Britain, project manager Adrian Glew has ensured that all part- and full-time staff involved with projects 

that have a crowd component get additional support training from ICT staff.498 This puts the 

responsibility for addressing support tickets on all members of the project including digital curators, 

graduate assistants, community managers, etc. Instead of one member of the team taking some or all of 

their day to field every support request, all members of the team are skilled enough to address issues as 

part of their routine when logging in to the project’s system. Similar to the concept of crowdsourcing, 

each of them can take an additional few minutes per day to handle the one or two most recent support 

requests and the workload will be sufficiently handled. This was similarly done at the British Library 

where Christian Algar has opted to support the Spotlight project as part of his duties and that includes 

ICT support. In order to meet the demands of providing that support, he leveraged his own background 

knowledge of ICT support from previous work.499 Algar sees it as essential for other members of the 

team to use their skills to support all aspects of the protect saying, “people that use their historical 

connections… even though you're not being explicitly paid to do this type of work you see it as a part of 

your greater duty.”500 In addition to being able to provide additional support, ICT departments have 

proven effective in streamlining the process. On the Search for the Stars project, former community 

manager Caitlin Peck asked for the ICT department to analyze support tickets in order to determine the 

most common issues and develop simple fixes that the community members themselves could deploy. 

By simplifying the fixes in the back end so that users can correct the errors she says, “the people who 

need the specialist qualifications in the specialist skills can go and do those things you can spend less 

time doing stuff which the volunteers could do.”501 All of these examples show again that this aspect of 

community management that is often left exclusively to the work of one individual or a small team can 

also be handled, and possibly more effectively, by integrating the ICT team into the training and support 

ticket process so that the work can be spread out among more people.  

The community development component is often cited by project managers as the least likely to get 

their time or attention, to the detriment of the community. Community and project managers agree 
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that they have difficulties when it comes to recruiting new members to their communities. For most 

projects on the Zooniverse platform, their volunteer numbers surge briefly when they are featured in a 

relevant press article, and then those numbers fall and plateau.502 This type of media coverage is largely 

out of the hands of project and community managers. Social media strategies have proven minimally 

effective at reaching volunteers inside the community or recruiting new ones from outside. Survey 

results show that 64% (35/56 respondents) of volunteers do not know their crowdsourcing project has a 

social media presence even though every project from which those survey participants were recruited 

has at least one active social media account. In part this is due to community managers reporting 

insufficient time to allocate to social media strategies.503 Additionally, the skill set of someone working 

at a GLAM institution on a digital project does not always overlap with the skills needed for recruiting. In 

addition to recruitment, fundraising is an issue and only one subject interview for this study mentioned 

being part of a fundraising campaign for their project. This is despite the fact that almost all community 

and project managers interviewed reported that a lack of funding was a major hurdle towards the 

sustainability of their communities. Chapter 5 will discuss possible solutions to this funding issue but 

consideration for who should be thinking about development is relevant here.  

While many institutions have development offices for the whole institution, there is a seeming 

disconnect between them and the subjects interviewed. Instead of a dedicated development officer for 

a crowdsourcing project, the internal crowd model could be applied by generating a strategy relevant to 

the development office’s goals. The one subject who worked on fundraising, did so with the help of a 

dedicated fund-raising branch of the Lancashire Archives called the Friends of the Lancashire Archives 

(FLA).504 Whenever the Lancashire Archives needs new equipment or to fund the platform they use for 

their crowdsourcing, the project manager contacts the FLA who then takes on the duty of fundraising. 

What the project manager has to do is explain why the money is needed, and where it will be used and 

the FLA either pulls the funds from an existing endowment, initiates a fundraising campaign, or rejects 

the proposal.505 This funding apparatus is for the entire archives, not just the crowdsourcing projects. 

The funding is on a case-by-case basis which often other subjects have explained is not their strategy. In 

addition to funding, the FLA has a large volunteer group associated with it that also joins crowdsourcing 

projects and works to promote their importance in the local community.506 While this model is not 

always replicable, it does demonstrate that having more departments and organizations that are 

professionally associated with an institution improves the effectiveness of community management by 

spreading the work beyond the singular community manager position. What the Lancashire archives can 

get done is improved because the one person in charge of crowdsourcing projects does not have to 

focus on recruiting new volunteers or seeking new sources of funding.  

What binds all these examples together is taking the constituent components of the community 

manager and spreading some of those responsibilities around which fits the social learning theory model 

of sustainability. The positive remarks from the subjects mentioned include a volunteer that feels 
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appreciated,507 another that feels empowered,508 and multiple community managers that feel better 

able to prioritize the work they deem most important and feel supported by an institutional community 

that values their work. Garmendia notes that sustainable communities are ones where the relationships 

are dynamic and inclusive.509 That is to say, relationships that are allowed to grow and change as well as 

ones that make all stakeholders feel equal rather than one-sided give or take. Those relationships also 

have to multiply as the community grows because if the community becomes too reliant on one 

individual or a small number of individuals to maintain those relationships that can cause community 

wide collapse should there be a breakdown of some kind.510 As the number of connections and 

relationships increase across stakeholders, the web of relationships grow like any kind of network. The 

more connections between nodes in a network, the stronger the network becomes and the more 

sustainable it is. By getting individuals and departments from an institution that have not always been 

involved in the community management aspects of crowdsourcing projects involved, more nodes are 

created, more connections exist, the fabric of the community becomes more sustainable.  

5.4 Conclusion 

As crowdsourcing has developed, many institutions have turned to a model with a single, bespoke 

community manager position, like the one discussed in section 1a, to oversee their communities of 

volunteers. The limitations of such a model have been made clear by volunteers in the community who 

feel disconnected in such a system, as well as by the community managers themselves who feel unable 

to do enough within the resources available. In part, both groups’ sense of dissatisfaction is because 

crowdsourcing projects in the GLAM sector have expanded rapidly and gained more popularity than 

institutions were prepared for. The shift away from casting a wide net to create a large crowd to a more 

focused and intensive community reveals how labor intensive the latter model can be. As noted in the 

survey data in Appendix B, volunteers want more training, more contact and feedback from community 

managers, and new opportunities for different types of work than what they currently perform. 

Meanwhile community managers such as Adrian Glew at Tate Britain have been at the limit of what they 

can manage, as evidenced by the temporary cessation of digital community work on his projects after 

COVID-19 led to an increase in new participants to the project.511 This example along with the concerns 

outlined here in sections 1a and 2a show that institutions have misunderstood the nature of community 

management in a volunteer system and risk the sustainability of the community as a result. Further, the 

concerns over control of access and mission that repeat throughout section 2 make alternative 

arrangements difficult for institutions using the singular community manager model to seek out. This 

model still may be the most useful for some institutions and projects both in the short and long term. 

However, that depends largely on how invested they are in long term growth of a community, and how 

much control they are willing to share with that community. In the long term, any institution hoping to 

sustain a digital community should consider moving away from the single, centralized manager role. 
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Institutions with large amounts of resources that are willing to invest in crowd-based communities, but 

also seek to maintain a significant amount of control over a project and its materials, should consider 

the internal crowd model from section 3c. The conceptual framework already exists for crowdsourcing 

labor in these projects. The initial call for crowdsourcing as a concept was the idea that “many hands 

make light work.”512 A big institution such as the Library of Congress (LoC) has reorganized their entire 

culture around the By the People crowd sourcing project since 2020. In addition to hiring three full-time 

community managers, they have a dedicated personnel member with the Education and Outreach 

department of the LoC to help design and deliver training for the volunteers.513 That same year, new ICT 

support and training protocols were launched to ensure there were a wider number of staff from across 

the Digital Management department that could support the needs of the By the People project including 

support requests from volunteers. A year and a half later, a survey conducted by the LoC shows that 

80% of respondents have found the supportive nature of this community, including the training and ICT 

support, to be essential to their satisfaction and continued engagement on the project.514 This is the real 

world execution of what section 3c describes and it impacts sustainability because it flattens the 

hierarchy of the system while expanding the number of nodes that support the community’s network. 

As Peter and Swilling note, this more diverse and inclusive approach to managing the community 

creates more opportunities for collaboration and reduces the risk of internal conflicts.  

A small institution, with limited resources but a similar desire to maintain control over a project, should 

consider the shared leadership model from section 3a. In this way they can choose which members of 

the community can take on leadership roles and still maintain materials and goals of the project as they 

see fit. The benefit is that they can rely on key community members to help expand the membership, 

and skills of the group as well as maintain the relationships that are key to a volunteer’s continued 

investment. Those institutions, of any size, that want to see the possibilities of a digital community with 

moderate control over aspects which are critical for them to control should consider the modified 

crowd-based model. When the community has a larger voice in terms of goals and managing 

relationships, this can often take a project in a new direction as it did with Old Weather project. The 

ability for volunteers to do research that matched their own interests while working on the institutions 

own goals expanded the scope of Old Weather in ways that likely would not have happened without 

that collaborative engagement. 515 Similarly, the shared leadership model has allowed the National Rail 

Museum to design and launch more projects during the COVID-19 lockdowns than they previously 

thought possible because they have the infrastructure in place to manage a rapidly growing 

community.516 This is a more sustainable approach because the freeing of resources can promote the 

kind of growth that the R phase of the adaptive cycle finds essential to the resilience of the community. 

Strains on resources like time can cause a system to regress rather than grow as happened to the Tate 

Britain’s crowdsourcing with the onset of COVID-19 lockdowns.517 As Romero-Lankao notes, creating 
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more interdependency between stakeholders and making those relationships more reliant on shared 

responsibility helps make those resources more resilient and better capable for sustained growth 

through the adaptive cycle.  

If an institution has no resources, or is interested in experimenting, then the modified Wiki model may 

be the ideal choice for them. While this approach provides the least control for the institution over 

project assets and goals, the small modifications can make up for those shortcomings if an institution 

has some flexibility. Once the training has been standardized and can be carried out largely by the group 

itself, the minimal input required from a professional member of staff can be accomplished with a single 

part-time employee. The St. Dunstan’s Educational Foundation archives are run almost entirely by 

volunteers as of 2021 and only require approval of access from the Director of Development who counts 

this duty as only one of at least a dozen others. That community reports a sense of empowerment that 

results from the freedom and control they are given, and that empowerment motivates them to do 

more work and continue on with the project.518 This matches what Subject L reports about their 

dedication not just to crowd projects they have worked on, but to advocating for more open access 

crowd projects in citizen science. The empowerment they felt from being able to explore their own ideas 

and research as a result of working in crowdsourcing is the main reason they want more people to be 

involved and potentially have the same experience.519 Engaged communities are by their nature more 

sustainable because they have an investment in the outcomes of that community and the direction it 

takes going forward.  

The main factor for institutions when considering these models is the degree of control. Institutions 

which seek absolute control over a project and its assets will tend towards a centralized model and that 

model will then be limited by resources in terms of the personnel that can be hired. This limitation has a 

negative effect on the sustainability of a digital community because it maintains an imbalance of power, 

it decreases the opportunities for volunteers to feel heard and valued, and it relies upon an unstable 

focal point that could cause massive disruption to services for a number of common reasons. This does 

not mean that an institution should forgo all of its vested interests in a project and simply let the 

community take the lead. There are valid reasons to maintain control over many aspects of a digital 

project that uses crowdsourcing. Indeed, if the only goal is to get an individual project finished then the 

centralized community management model can work on a case-by-case basis, albeit sometimes at a 

greater cost than hiring full time technicians to do the work. If, however, the institution wants to 

consider benefits outside of the immediate labor output of a digital community, it must choose what 

elements of the project it is willing to cede control over in order to ensure the community has a 

sustainable future. Failure to do so keeps the population of the community limited, and the 

opportunities for growth so few that it is likely the community members will find what they are looking 

for elsewhere.  
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Chapter 6: 

Education and Investment 

Polls conducted by platforms such as Zooniverse and From the Page have shown consistently that the 

number one reason given by volunteers as to why they engage in crowdsourcing projects is a professed 

“interest in the subject.”520 While an interest in the subject matter may attract people to a project in the 

first place, as the community develops and relationships are established between the volunteers, the 

work, and institution, the motivations become more complex. In order to investigate these factors in 

more depth, the survey used for this thesis was in part designed to find out what other motivating 

factors, beyond their immediate interest in the topic, kept individuals engaged in a project. What was 

revealed by this survey was that opportunities to learn and experiment with new ideas ranked 

consistently highly as either a primary motivator or secondary motivator for continuing to participate. 

Also popular among survey respondents were opportunities to try new types of work or to take on new 

roles on the projects they were already working on. Between these responses and the interest 

expressed by interview subjects there is a consistent pattern that emerges which suggests volunteers 

are increasingly expecting more from their involvement in GLAM crowdsourcing than simply piquing 

their interest. This sentiment was expressed by Subject I who said “volunteers are unpaid employees 

deserving of rights” which includes the right to development and sense of investment so that “even 

volunteers who are doing all the work from home feel a part of the team.”521 What institutions and 

project managers can infer from this is that providing opportunities to learn new skills or work on new 

projects is a major factor in building a more sustainable community. Investing in the growth of 

individuals as part of the community is an investment in the viability of the community itself.  

The phases of the adaptive cycle in which we can best understand the need for and potential of such 

investment are the R and Omega phases. As explained in Chapter 2, the R phase is when the limits of an 

existing system become apparent and a movement is begun towards change or contraction. One of the 

limits that a project may come up against concerns the investment that volunteers have in the project’s 

goals and the work being done. For example, some survey respondents expressed a feeling of 

monotony, with 22 out of 56 respondents responding that additional types of tasks beyond their current 

work being important for future motivation and 16 out of 56 responding that diversifying the roles they 

can take on in their project being important for future motivation.522 Having a range of work to switch 

to, and a dynamic level of task difficulty523, are both cited as important for continued motivation. Many 

interview subjects measure themselves as successful or not according to both their ability to keep up 

with the work and whether they still find it challenging.524 In addition, as volunteers become more 
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capable of handling tasks without support from the community, they sense a certain amount of isolation 

as a product of a decrease in the frequency of interactions.525 Recognizing signs of decreased 

engagement (e.g. decline in productivity, withdrawal from interaction, expressions of frustration) means 

that a project manager can make key considerations during the Omega phase that shape the future of 

the community. Are there new types of work that can be explored? What kind of training would be 

needed to accomplish that work? Are there ways of keeping participants engaged with the work they 

are doing through additional support? What personal goals can the project help them meet that would 

be a major factor in continuing to participate? The types of investment decided upon could return the 

cycle to the Alpha phase with a renewed sense of interest in the goals set forth, or it could create a new 

adaptive cycle with all stakeholders looking towards something they could build together.  

In order to determine what factors warn of a loss of motivation in the R phase, and what opportunities 

show promise during the Omega phase, Social Learning theory will be applied to three broad categories. 

First, investment in education and training helps address the issues of goal setting and conflict 

avoidance. Finding ways to help volunteers learn new skills, or to engage more deeply with their passion 

for the subject matter, fits Garmendia and Stagl’s view of the social learning dynamic as aligning 

personal growth with institution growth. Creating opportunities for personal goals to be met while 

balancing the needs of the project’s overall goals is part of the process of building more resilience in the 

R phase and interview subjects regularly mention acquisition of new skills as a personal goal that could 

be beneficial to all stakeholders. Second, experimenting with new opportunities in terms of roles or 

types of work that can be carried out by crowdsourcing volunteers creates a more flexible relationship 

dynamic. Wals and Rodela as well as Reed point to these flexible community roles as offering 

opportunities to integrate goals and perspectives across all stakeholders and to potentially erode some 

of the resentment centered around hierarchical power dynamics and ‘gate keeper mentality.’ Third, 

investment in the related categories of access, compensation, and ownership would relieve a lot of 

tension felt amongst volunteers about the value of their work and help them to develop more 

productive relationships through network building. Volunteers often feel as if they own some part of the 

work they have done and recognizing this feeling could be critical in preventing drop offs in 

participation. Additionally, this sense of ownership can help turn volunteers into a broader network of 

relationships that include more recruitment and development because as Reed notes that sense of 

ownership is a personal investment in something that is created by collective action. This chapter will 

focus on how institutions can better integrate these concepts into their designs for crowdsourcing 

communities and create systems and environments that support more sustainable communities.  

6.1 Training and Education  

Aside from ‘interest in the subject’, the second most listed reason for participation in GLAM 

crowdsourcing projects is ‘training, skills and development.’526 This coincides with similar surveys run by 

other organizations such as: the Library Congress which concludes that 80% of crowdsource volunteers 

agree that ‘improving skills’ is a key factor for participation,527  the Australian newspaper digitization 
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program’s survey of motivations for participation found that intrinsic gains such as “skills” was one 

commonly cited reason by participants. 528 The private company DigitalGlobe that used crowdsourcing 

volunteers to improve the quality and accuracy of satellite photos noted that interaction with project 

managers especially ‘training and feedback on improvement’ was an important factor for 

participation.529 A nearly identical conclusion was reached by Zooniverse in their 2013 survey of 

volunteers530 which has been confirmed in follow up surveys through 2019.531  

 

 Figure 1: Showing motivations beyond “interest in subject” from Appendix B 

Additionally, one in five respondents to the survey for this study were interested in “additional, more 

challenging tasks” that go beyond what they are currently working on, which would necessitate more 

training.532 This is confirmed by some interview subjects who state that they are satisfied with what they 

have learned to do so far and would be interested in exploring additional opportunities.533 It is clear that 

the infrastructure to successfully deliver training exists because 90% of survey respondents report that 

they have received adequate training to complete the tasks they are currently working on.534 There are, 

however, limits on what kind of training can be provided, particularly when considering technical and 
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resource limitations in GLAM institutions. Subject K expands on this “The training documentation was 

just about how to get to the platform and to sign on and then what to read in the platform, but there 

wasn't anything different from what the general public [has access to]”535 This coincides with reports 

from community managers who cite lack of funding,536 lack of time,537 or lack of sufficient skills to 

develop more training538 as barriers to developing more robust training for volunteers who clearly have 

a demand for it.  

To address this disparity between the interests of the community and the resources of the institutions, 

we will look at the social learning aspects of the community and how they fit into key pedagogical 

models. By leveraging some of the advantages of crowdsourcing that naturally form as part of the 

adaptive cycle and emerge because of social learning, the very processes that make the system more 

sustainable also help to develop a better educational environment and educational systems which 

satisfy the needs of the community members and thus make the community even more sustainable. 

These social learning aspects of the community will reflect adult education patterns rather than child 

education because the majority of volunteers are adults and because community managers that 

specifically recruit primary and secondary aged students for their projects do so with an existing 

educational component.539 Some of them develop their own areas for young volunteers to work with 

clear educational goals540 while others partner with schools or non-profits and section off part of their 

project specifically to work with pre-determined learning goals and strategies.541  

Adult education differs from child education because the two groups learn differently. The term for 

adult education is andragogy, and the first theories for andragogy that differentiated the field from 

pedagogy developed in the 1920s.  By the 1980s, the leading theorist in the field was Malcolm Knowles 

and his principles remain the mainstream basis for andragogical practice.  Knowles divided andragogy 

into five principles: adults are self-directed learners, adult learners bring personal experience to the 

education setting, adults are eager to learn, adults are problem-centered learners, and that they are 

best motivated by internal factors.  

This training and skills development aspect of community involvement represents one of the largest 

investments institutions can make in their communities and has wide ranging implications for 

sustainability such as alleviating power disparities by opening up more opportunities for participants, 

creating dynamic relationships between stakeholders that exchange labor for skills development, and 

promoting both growth and change through the expansion of resources and goals for both the 

community and the institution. To explore training and skills development through the lens of social 

learning theory, there are two main components to look at. First, is the learning environment which in 

the digital context refers to the systems, processes, and tools available to learners that helps them to 

develop and engage with learning goals. The US Department of Education specifically refers to digital 
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learning environments as, “includes human behavioral and cultural dimensions” due to the lack of 

physical space for learning to take place.542 Understanding the learning environment as it relates to 

crowdsourcing helps to establish the culture of training and development which ultimately will be 

related to sustainability. The second aspect to explore will be learning relationships or how the 

individuals within a crowdsourcing community teach and learn form one another in different ways. The 

crowdsourcing space can include a variety of learning relationships beyond the classical teacher and 

student in a classroom setting and those relationships will reveal a great deal more about sustainability.  

6.1.1 Learning Environment 

The volunteering space lends itself to student-directed learning systems for a number of reasons. Firstly, 

GLAM volunteer activities are hands-on experiences rather than theoretical ones, which are best suited 

to an experiential learning style that includes trial and error. This emphasis on heuristic education, or 

‘learning by doing,’ is already prevalent in the training and education of GLAM professionals such as 

librarians, curators, and archivists543 so it fits well into the educational framework of the sector already. 

Secondly, there are limitations in terms of teaching resources, specifically the lack of a dedicated 

teacher. Thirdly, volunteers in the GLAM crowdsourcing are almost exclusively adults,544 and the largest 

single demographic is adults over the age of 55.545 Adults learn differently from children and benefit 

from more self-directed lessons.546 Finally, the process by which volunteers learn on the job naturally 

relies on their own ability to observe and problem solve. There are three key areas in which volunteers 

learn: instrumental skills related to the project they are working on, learning to work co-operatively, and 

learning about the impact of their work.547 Each of these three areas requires volunteers to take the 

initiative in their own learning to see effective results. The adult volunteer is someone used to making 

decisions for themselves and they benefit from the trust and freedom afforded by student-directed 

learning systems.  

 
542 ‘Learning Environments’, accessed 16 March 2022, https://library.educause.edu/topics/teaching-and-
learning/learning-environments. 
543 Broadly speaking this is supported by major institutions such as the Getty Museum (‘Assessing the Values of 
Cultural Heritage: Research Report’, n.d., 125. 
https://www.getty.edu/conservation/publications_resources/pdf_publications/pdf/assessing.pdf), universities 
such as UCL (‘Museums and Galleries in Education MA’, Prospective Students Graduate, 12 October 2021, 
https://www.ucl.ac.uk/prospective-students/graduate/taught-degrees/museums-and-galleries-education-ma.) 
and government policies in places such as Australia (Katherine Howard, ‘Educating Cultural Heritage Information 
Professionals for Australia’s Galleries, Libraries, Archives and Museums- A Grounded Delphi Study’, n.d., 344.)  
544 Ben Brumfield, interview by Author, London, 17 April 2018 
545 For the purposes of anonymity, surveys conducted on crowdsourcing the GLAM sector have not as of 2021 
revealed specific demographic information. This assertion is based on anecdotal data provided by all of the 
community and project managers interviewed for this study, as well as information provided voluntarily by 
volunteers interviewed.   
546 Eraut, M. “Non-formal Learning and Tacit Knowledge in Professional Work.” British Journal of Educational 
Psychology, 2000, 70(1), 113–136. 
547 Karsten Mündel and Daniel Schugurensky, “Community Based Learning and Civic Engagement: Informal 
Learning among Adult Volunteers in Community Organizations,” New Directions for Adult and Continuing 
Education 2008, no. 118 (2008): 49–60, https://doi.org/10.1002/ace.295. 

https://www.getty.edu/conservation/publications_resources/pdf_publications/pdf/assessing.pdf
https://www.ucl.ac.uk/prospective-students/graduate/taught-degrees/museums-and-galleries-education-ma
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The informal learning environment created by crowdsourcing projects presents some benefits and 

challenges to teaching. Most learning done by volunteers is purposeful but self-directed.548 This means 

that volunteers focus on learning skills that are needed to accomplish the tasks assigned to them and 

that they do so when they feel they need to. These instrumental skills take top priority because 

otherwise volunteers would feel like a burden on the project.549 The evidence suggests that direct 

tutorials are less effective than hands-on work with the materials. This works in favor of crowdsourcing 

projects where in many cases training materials are provided for self-paced, independent learning550 and 

then reinforced in some cases by practical exams551 and in other cases through on the job trial and 

error.552 Several subjects interviewed for this study have little memory of the specific tutorials they took 

at the start of the project, but do remember that the work became much easier after a series of trial and 

error. Subject G reported “like I didn't do any, particularly difficult or special training when you pick 

these projects up” and could provide no further details noting they did some training at the beginning 

but largely learn by asking other volunteers for help.553 Subject H described their training as a process of 

running independently until they hit a problem they could not address saying, “there’s something on the 

computer and I don't know what it is and I'll go get [feedback].”554 This process was repeated until 

eventually they were capable of working without support. Similarly, Subject D found self-teaching 

PowerPoints helpful at the start but learned for the most part by encountering illegible text during 

transcription and working with other volunteers to ‘solve the puzzle.’555  

For a GLAM institution, this means that investment in formal lessons to get volunteers upskilled to 

project standards could be a waste of additional resources.  Instead, investment in feedback and 

reflection, while still resource intensive, is a better fit for the educational needs of volunteers. Returning 

to the previous chapter on Community management, this creates potential bottle necks as outlined in 

sections 2a and 2b. Spreading the feedback and support using either of the models outlined in section 3 

would help provide the additional resources needed. As Subject G notes this kind of feedback “made me 

feel successful and I really liked it” so it has a critical role to play in sustaining volunteer participation.556 

The benefit is that volunteers will more naturally learn and grow and will feel an innate sense of 

accomplishment that will be more sustainable.  

In addition to the instrumental skills that volunteers learn through doing, soft skills and the value of 

community work are part of this informal learning environment. One of the most important soft skills 

for a community of volunteers is so called ‘people skills,’ which includes courtesy, cooperation, and 

meaningful ways to interact with other volunteers and institutional stakeholders. Individuals in a 

volunteer community rarely all come from identical backgrounds. A good example of this is the National 

Railway Museum project, which has volunteers from academic researcher backgrounds as well as 

former rail workers and their families. By working together on the project, these groups learn new 

 
548 Karsten Mündel and Daniel Schugurensky. New Directions for Adult and Continuing Education. 
549 Eraut, M. British Journal of Education Psychology  
550 Samantha Blickhan, interview by Author, London, 05 March 2020 
551 Mentioned by community managers Suzanne Isaacs and Joanna Yeung 
552 Mentioned by community managers Caitlin Peck, Mia Ridge as well as volunteers Subject A, and Subject E  
553 Subject G, Interview by Author, London, 02 June 2020 
554 Subject H, interview by Author, London, 25 May 2020 
555 Subject D, interview by Author, London, 01 June 2020 
556 Subject G, Interview by Author, London, 02 June 2020 
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perspectives about each other that can impact the goals of the project.557 In this example, academic 

researchers gain access to a firsthand view of the impact that deaths of railway workers have on 

families, which can bring new meaning to the work they are doing. Subject F mentions this specifically, 

“there's some people who you know just having the data on how someone in their family passed away 

or or maybe the thing that caused them to have like a missing limb or whatever difference in their life… 

it satisfies a family curiosity.”558 This is in fact an example of the other major aspect of learning in the 

volunteer environment identified by Corneli and Mikroyannidis (2012) namely that of the impact 

volunteering has in society. Volunteering, especially in the digital space, can often feel like it takes place 

in a void; the connection to the real world is easily lost. When institutions publicize the results of their 

work to the community, or when community members are given a forum to discuss impact, the feeling 

can develop that the work is valuable and thus that the volunteers themselves are valuable.559 Being told 

the work is valuable, is not as impactful as being given the opportunity to figure that out by oneself 

through the informal learning environment of the community.560 That is to say in this case, witnessing 

the closure that families feel when they request information on how relatives died taught the volunteers 

how valuable their work is and that has resulted in increased engagement with the project.  

In addition, recognizing the impact of the work opens opportunities for another people skill notably 

cooperation.  On another project, Subject H found their grandfather’s World War I records and 

connecting personally to his experience of war. They went on to discuss how when they were working 

with a ‘particularly sad story’ they turned to their fellow volunteers to help support and contextualize 

the experience saying, “I like the World War I talk site you can connect with people and then you don't 

feel as though you're working on your own.”561 Several projects that volunteers who were interviewed 

for this study worked on, involve these kinds of personal connections to tragic stories. Projects such as 

American Soldier, World War I Alabama Records, and the aforementioned National Rail project can have 

an emotional impact because the materials from those projects deal with sudden and often violent 

deaths. This makes the work impactful not just in terms of research potential, or its impact on relevant 

family members but also impactful for the individuals doing the work. Subject H found the community 

environment of learning and technical support as a good venue for emotional support as well. Similarly, 

Subjects A and E mention talking to other volunteers using the same means when they had difficulty 

clarifying a word during transcription and when they had difficulty processing the emotional weight of a 

particular subject. Subject E mentioned a particularly important individual for this that used the same 

talk pages as the moderators for supporting technical issues saying, “An army guy that's on the 

American Soldier he has feedback on so many things because he understands what a lot of things they 

were going through over there and now that has helped a lot too.”562 This cooperation and support 

 
557 Allport, G. W. The Nature of Prejudice. Cambridge, Mass.: Addison-Wesley, 1954. 
558 Subject F, interview by Author, London, 20 April 2020 
559 Joseph Corneli and Alexander Mikroyannidis, “Crowdsourcing Education on the Web: A Role-Based Analysis of 
Online Learning Communities,” in Collaborative Learning 2.0: Open Educational Resources, ed. Alexandra Okada, 
Teresa Connolly, and Peter Scott (Hershey, PA: IGI Global, 2012), 272–86, http://www.igi-
global.com/chapter/crowdsourcing-education-web/64411 
560 Karsten Mündel and Daniel Schugurensky. New Directions for Adult and Continuing Education. 
561 Subject H, interview by Author, London, 25 May 2020 
562 Subject E, interview by Author, London, April 2020 
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comes not from the institution involved but naturally emerges as volunteers learn to work together 

through the same mechanisms they are taught to improve their work.  

In the above examples it is not a formal training program that results in skills development but rather 

the availability of informal learning environments that promote reflection and cooperation and support 

the ways in which adults learn. GLAM crowdsourcing projects should create de-centralized spaces for 

learning reflection and feedback. The self-directed, internally motivated, and problem-centered learner 

is less likely to respond to an authoritative educator especially if there is an inconsistency in the level of 

experience between the learner and the teacher.563 Those pre-defined roles can inhibit learning because 

they re-enforce a hierarchical power structure which leads to competition between stakeholders. By 

distributing learning opportunities in a non-linear fashion and giving community members the 

opportunity to demonstrate their own experience and learned skills, there are more opportunities for 

self-empowerment and a sense of heterarchical sharing of power.564 Therefore, reflection opportunities 

should be frequent, social, removed from the centralized platform, and problem oriented. An example 

of this currently working can be found in several Zooniverse projects such as the American Soldier 

project. There is a space on the discussion board, away from the platform where the work is being 

carried out, where volunteers can bring troubleshooting queries to the rest of the community to help 

solve. The community managers are involved in this space, but they do not step in unless the query 

cannot be resolved by other community members. It is an opportunity to ask the “class” to try and work 

out the problem on their own which has positive impacts across many pedagogical disciplines. For 

volunteers on the project, this part of the discussion board is where they have learned the most in terms 

of instrumental skills and it is also the space where they do the most social interaction with fellow 

community members.565 Expanding on this type of de-centralized space that allows for learning new 

skills or ideas would have as much of a positive impact on the growth of volunteers.  

6.1.2 Learning Relationships  

The relationships that form between individuals through the learning environments established have a 

significant impact on community sustainability. As already noted, 20/60 survey subjects list training and 

skills development as key to joining and staying engaged with crowdsourcing which coincides with other 

surveys conducted by organizations like the Library of Congress. What interview subjects reveal is that 

they expect to be in control of what kind of learning they will engage in and that institutions will be 

willing to provide authoritative support for that learning within reason. This helps to frame our 

understanding of the expected learning relationships within crowdsourcing communities. These 

relationships are multi-directional meaning that who takes the lead in teaching or learning is dynamic 

and can change based on the needs of individuals. To better understand this, Mark Reed’s look at 

directionality of stakeholder relationships as it relates to social learning and sustainability provides a 

framework to better understand the relationships reported by interview subjects. What is also revealed 

by this process is the role that conflict plays in the stagnation of learning and development. Both 

Garmendia and Stagl as well as Peter and Swilling note that conflict between stakeholders has a 

negative impact on sustainability. Looking at how social learning relationships that naturally develop in 

 
563 Joseph Corneli and Alexander Mikroyannidis. Collaborative Learning 2.0: Open Educational Resources 
564 Karsten Mündel and Daniel Schugurensky. New Directions for Adult and Continuing Education. 
565 Subject D, interviewed by Author, London June 1, 2020 
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communities will also help to understand how investment in the above learning environments, 

specifically more open and volunteer led learning, can alleviate conflict and promote sustainability 

within the community.  

In terms of setting goals for volunteers or projects, Reed’s oppositional perspectives of stakeholder 

relationships are both relevant and contribute to community sustainability. Reed describes two 

perspectives of the relationship between the community and the institution: top-down, and bottom-up. 

The former is the perspective that the institution is in charge of the community and directs its goals 

where as the latter is the perspective that the community is voluntarily available and directs its own 

goals that coincide with the institution’s.566 Reed argues that in a top-down community setting where 

institutional stakeholders have authoritative power over goals, subjects respond positively because they 

feel as if that have a clear sense of direction provided for them.567 In a bottom-up setting, where the 

community has its own set of goals that work in conjunction with the institution’s goals, participants feel 

a stronger sense of agency and that the contributions they make to the community are more relevant 

and valuable to individual community members.568  

There are examples of the effectiveness of bottom-up approaches and mixed effectiveness of top-down 

approaches throughout the interviews conducted. Subject A agrees that when they have clear direction 

on goals and priorities from a community manager then they feel better able to pursue the work.569 

Interview subjects that have taken on more leadership roles, such as a moderator like Subject D, cite the 

experience as having made them feel additionally valuable to the project in part because they have 

more influence over what work gets prioritized thus shaping the goals being met.570 Another, Subject F, 

appreciates knowing that they can operate unilaterally and have direct influence over some of the 

volunteers and the workflow they manage.571 Survey respondents were themselves split evenly on this 

issue, as can be seen in Figure 2 below. When asked if they preferred more contact and direction from 

managers or less, survey respondents could not decide. Some survey respondents picked both options. 

When looking at additional context provided for these answers ten survey respondents used the term 

‘micromanagement’ to describe too much contact from managers.572 This indicates that increased 

attention from community managers is interpreted by a significant portion of those surveyed (1/5) as 

overbearing or exerting too much control over their activities. Similarly, Subject G says they would like 

to be ‘left alone to do their work.’573 It is difficult then to determine the best approach as for some 

subjects there is an appeal to having more control coming from the institution574 while for others, the 

 
566 Mark S. Reed, Evan D.G. Fraser, and Andrew J. Dougill, ‘An Adaptive Learning Process for Developing and 
Applying Sustainability Indicators with Local Communities’, Ecological Economics 59, no. 4 (October 2006): 406–18. 
567 Reed, Fraser, and Dougill, ‘An Adaptive Learning Process for Developing and Applying Sustainability Indicators 
with Local Communities’.P 409 
568 Ibid 
569 Subject A, interview by author London, 9 January 2020 
570 Subject D, interview by Author, London, 01 June 2020 
571 Subject F, interview by Author, London, 20 April 2020 
572 See Appendix B 
573 Subject G, Interview by Author, London, 02 June 2020 
574 Also refer to figure 2 where difficulty of work is the largest single factor contributing to a subject leaving a 
crowdsourcing project.  
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bottom-up approach serves their interests of self-direction.575 This means that when it comes to 

developing learning relationships between stakeholders, there is no clear path that works in all 

situations. While a blended approach of allowing some volunteers to take the lead on goals and others 

can be grouped into a prescribed system, could be a solution it could be impractical as it would be 

difficult to separate the groups from one another.  

 

Figure 2: Factors that would lead a subject to stop participating focused around relevant 

factors for training and education  

 

In order to solve this impasse, the question of conflict makes the choice of how to frame learning 

relationships clearer. In terms of conflict avoidance, crowdsourcing fits well with Eneko Garmendia and 

Sigrid Stagl’s (2010) multi-layered and reciprocal relationship model of social learning. Garmendia and 

Stagl led international research on the impact that social learning within a community can have for 

addressing complex tasks in a sustainable manner. While their work focused on sustainable practices for 

communities to address ecological issues, they note that their work is applicable to any set of complex 

tasks faced by a community. They argue that the shared nature of the community environment provides 

an innate sense of belonging to the group. This allows for individuals to be able to recognize the value of 

shared goals and the necessity of compromise to reach those goals. To demonstrate this, Garmendia 

looks no further than the very fabric of society which is held together by the understanding that some 

level of reciprocal altruism is necessary to meet both shared and personal goals.576 Growth through 

 
575 Once again referring to figure 2 where only one subject thought too many learning opportunities was a bad 
thing. 
576 Eneko Garmendia and Sigrid Stagl, ‘Public Participation for Sustainability and Social Learning: Concepts and 
Lessons from Three Case Studies in Europe’, Ecological Economics 69, no. 8 (15 June 2010): 1712–22. 
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learning can be taught in a community if the community and its leaders provide regular, and frequent 

examples of change which gets participants used to the idea of change as well as empowers them to see 

how their own influence contributes to that change.577  

The growth and empowerment of the individual coincides with the growth of the community as noted in 

the R phase of the adaptive cycle. The empowerment of the individual attracts others to join the 

community. An example of this is Subject J who recruited more volunteers to a crowdsourcing project 

they were working on because they felt the skills they learned would be valuable to others.578 

Additionally, that empowerment allows volunteers a better understanding of themselves as part of 

something larger and conflict is avoided because they understand personal goals are not themselves in 

opposition to community goals. This coincides with what Peter and Swilling note as a necessary 

awareness of the self as part of the whole in terms of flattening the hierarchy to reduce conflict.579  

Looking at Figure 3 below, about half of subjects surveyed believed that the relationships they formed 

with other participants were significant to their ongoing interest in crowdsourcing. When asked for 

context, Subject H reported that they were learning to do more by giving feedback to and receiving 

feedback from their fellow participants.580 Further, Subject D suggested that the feedback they received 

from fellow participants as well as community managers was a critical factor in understanding the 

impact that the specific work they had done as an individual had on the project.581 The reserved spaces 

for contributor feedback on platforms like Zooniverse function as informal classroom settings where 

volunteers do more than learn instrumental skills through trial and error; they also learn their own place 

in the greater community and why that place has value. The informal classroom setting, when allowed 

to operate freely, openly, and without time or role restrictions is a place where conflict is avoided 

through individual growth.   

 
577 Garmendia and Stagl, ‘Public Participation for Sustainability and Social Learning’. 
578 Subject J, Interview by Author, London, 04 March 2020 
579 Peter and Swilling, p 1601.  
580 Subject H, interview by Author, London, 25 May 2020 
581 Subject D, interview by Author, London, 01 June 2020 
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Figure 3: The value of interpersonal relationships to volunteers 

The learning environment of crowdsourcing projects may be viewed as an ongoing series of informal 

workshops, in which the more open channels of communication there are between stakeholders, the 

more sustainable the growth of individuals is. The formal training seminar model used by most GLAM 

institutions to get their volunteers upskilled in line with the tasks involved has limited potential. The 

perceived time it takes to engage with these training activities has been known to turn potential 

volunteers away.582 Additionally, a perceived limitation of oneself as incapable of completing such 

complex trainings has weighed on several interview subjects.583 One example, an interview subject who 

responded to an interview request but did not follow through with the interview after an exchange of 

emails said that they thought crowdsourcing at Zooniverse was too complicated for them. The approach 

that gives volunteers a sustained feeling of growth, inclusion, and impact is one that allows for trial and 

error as well as for regular reflection. While such an approach can be a greater resource burden on 

institutions, particularly when working with newer volunteers, by de-centralizing the learning 

environment this burden can be mitigated by transferring some of the responsibility from the institution 

to the community. Similar to the shared leadership model established in the previous chapter (section 

3a) promoting volunteers to deliver training after completing their own training on the process allows 

for more volunteers to be brought up to needed skill levels faster. Additionally, following the modified 

Wiki model outlined in the previous chapter (section 3b) could allow for an organic development of the 

training process within the community itself rather than dedicating resources to finding out what is 

needed where the community could learn to respond to its needs on-demand. Creating opportunities 

for volunteers to teach one another by sharing their own personal experience fits an andragogical model 

ideal for the largely older adult population that participates in GLAM crowdsourcing. The institution’s 

 
582 Samantha Blickhan, interview by Author, London, 05 March2020 
583 Subject H and Subject J both mention this perception of being unable to take on more complex trainings.  
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place in such a model is to provide a platform for learning, and to share their authority only when it is 

requested to help provide guidance for volunteers. One benefit of having such ongoing learning is that 

the opportunity to align shared goals between stakeholders becomes naturally apparent as individuals 

recognize the relationship between their own goals and the community’s. Another benefit is that 

frustrations over not being heard or the quality of the work being produced dissipate as volunteers feel 

empowered to improve their work themselves. Learning is an investment in the community that 

irrespective of any stage in the adaptive cycle promotes a more sustainable system. 

6.2 Opportunity to Experiment 

Beyond the classroom setting, whether formal or not, investment in new opportunities for volunteers 

that still fit within institutional goals has a positive impact on sustainability. As evidenced by Figure 1 

and Figure 4, most participants want some form of new types of work, new roles to take on, or new 

creative tasks to try. This is consistent with interview subjects such as Subject L who regards the 

transition from simple transcription tasks at the Smithsonian to creating new projects with other 

volunteers around topics such as women and the music industry as the point in which they became 

‘obsessed’ with crowdsourcing.584 Other subjects range in their support for new types of work such as 

Subject F who has found increased responsibility to be the source of their continued participation585 or 

Subject B who is curious but would “take it on a case-by-case basis.”586 New ideas around work and roles 

offers an opportunity to expand what the role of the community in regard to institutional projects and 

wider goals. Institutions both large (ex. British Library)587 and small (ex. Tottenham House)588 are looking 

for a way to move beyond the crowd-labor model towards a broader understanding of crowdsourcing as 

an intrinsic and ongoing project for their institution. Meanwhile, volunteers are interested in trying out a 

range of different ideas so long as they keep working towards their own goals. Those two movements 

are aligned in a way that creates an optimistic view of the sustainability of crowdsourcing communities 

in the GLAM sector.  

Beyond shared goal setting, expanding opportunities for volunteers can contribute to a flattening of the 

hierarchy inside of the community, by sharing responsibilities that can give the institution an 

overabundance of perceived authority and control. For example, new work or roles that allow for 

creative direction (within limits) would be welcomed by Subject L as evidence that they have a stake and 

some ownership over the process.589 Additionally, there is potential for the building of a larger network 

of contributors that opens the possibility for both long term return on investment and cross-institutional 

collaboration. This will be achieved because the creation of new roles leads to the creation of new 

relationships for volunteers. Those new relationships add the potential for the inclusion of outside 

institutions because the volunteers have their own networks of relationships that potentially become 

relevant once they have a more creative or leading role/work to perform.  

 
584 Subject L, interview by Author, London, 27 June 2019 
585 Subject F, interview by Author, London, 20 April 2020 
586 Subject B, Interview by Author, London, 20 February 2020 
587 Mia Ridge, interview by Author, London, 14 February 2020 
588 Joanna Yeung, Interview by Author, London, 03 September 2018   
589 Subject L, interview by Author, London, 27 June 2019 
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A wide range of skill sets and interests from an active and engaged digital community creates an 

environment that meets institutional goals without ignoring the interests of volunteers who just want to 

contribute small bits in their free time. To reach this potential future, institutions are already beginning 

to invest infrastructural changes that lead to such opportunities for volunteers to experiment. Below, I 

will examine some of the roles and work that are already being explored by certain projects as well as 

proposed ideas for the same. Next will be to look at how well this new work has been received by both 

volunteers and community managers as well as how volunteers react to proposed works. Finally, social 

learning theory will be applied to these examples to understand how this creates better learning 

objectives and ultimately makes the communities more sustainable.  

 

Figure 4: Survey results on the interest in new types of work 

6.2.1 New Types of Roles  

In the majority of crowdsourcing projects to date there are a small number of roles that a volunteer can 

take on. Most volunteers take on the role of ‘contributor’, which may be defined as a participant 

contributing small amounts of the shared work assigned to a project.590 Additionally, as discussed in the 

previous chapter, some volunteers have taken on leadership roles, which may be identified by terms 

such as ‘moderator ‘or ‘coordinator’. These expanded roles are all focused on some aspect of the 

management of the community and require volunteers to take on responsibility for helping contributors 

to contribute.591 While these roles are significant and have a positive impact on the sustainability of the 

community, they serve the interests of a minority of volunteers. For example, Subject H is interested in 

 
590 This is a generalized term I have come up with based on observing the types of contributions from 126 projects 
from 2004-2019. Additionally, the term appears in interviews with project and community managers as 
synonymous with ‘volunteer’ or ‘crowd participant’ and all of these terms describe what I have outlined here.  
591 As described by both Subject E and Subject F, as well as in interviews with Mike Esbester, Mia Ridge, Christian 
Algar, and Joanna Yeung.  
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creative work outside what they have worked on already, but has no interest in the moderator work 

they see being performed on projects they work on.592 Both Subject I and Subject J are interested in any 

kind of additional types of work that come along but explicitly state they do not want to take on a 

leadership role on any project.593 Exploring additional ways in which volunteers can contribute, beyond 

the scope of performing a small set of tasks among those assigned to a project, is something that meets 

the interests of a broader group of volunteers. Looking at Figure 4, survey respondents specifically 

showed interest in the idea of ‘creative’ work, which includes project design or publications. These types 

of work are associated with roles that may be encapsulated by terms such as consultant, creator, 

influencer, designer, writer, researcher, curator, etc. These match the types of roles that are already 

found in the professional GLAM sector, and so the challenge is how to find the parts of those roles that 

can be ‘borrowed’ to become the types of contributions that volunteers can make, without pushing the 

limits of what constitutes ethical labor. The end goal of this will be to create the heterarchical system 

described by Peter and Swilling where roles are fluid and volunteers can fit in where they deem 

themselves most capable thus avoiding conflict and ensuring better sustainability. 

The new types of roles created will require a shift in how project managers and the community 

communicate and relate to one another. One of the great successes of the St. Dunstan’s College field 

research was offering different ways for volunteers to express their interest in various parts of the 

project. One volunteer for example, came to the project via a Facebook group dedicated to alumni of 

the college with a profound interest in World War I. Facebook then became their primary point of 

contact with the project and eventually led to them volunteering to lead the Facebook group for the 

archive.594 This involved a great deal of World War I material being featured in the Facebook group (due 

to their interest) which in turn led to finding an additional five names for the school’s roll of honour595 

from internet sources, as well as a successful field trip to the Ypres war memorial with the school’s corps 

of cadets in February 2019. Another volunteer, who split their time between distance and in person 

volunteering, found the subject of gender and education in the school’s history to be of interest while 

they were digitizing and transcribing documents. After several months of this kind of work, they asked if 

it would be of value to write up a short news article about the topic of co-education. The completed 

work was featured in the school’s newsletter and blog, which are made available to students, alumni, 

and parents.596 In addition to these individuals, a group of three student volunteers looking for a project 

for their Duke of Edinburgh Bronze Award undertook a year-long research project about former 

students who died in World War I, which then became a digital presentation for the use of the school’s 

Year 9 history students.597 All these volunteers took on new, creative roles that took the core work of 

the project, namely to transform the school’s archives into a searchable digital resource, and expanded 

on it in a creative way. This required the project manager to transfer creative control over these smaller 

 
592 Subject H, interview by Author, London, 25 May 2020 
593 Subject I, interview by Author, London, August 2019 
Subject J, Interview by Author, London, 04 March 2020 
594 See Appendix B for details on non-interviewed subjects from St Dunstans  
595 The Roll of Honour is a published list of names of World War I soldiers that attended the school and died as a 
result of their military service (KIA or from lingering wounds post-service). Biographical information is supplied 
which can range in detail based on available data for the individual.  
596 Subject I, interview by Author, London, October 2019 
597 Subject M, interview by Author, London, November 2019  
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projects and to change the relationship between themselves and the volunteers. Instead of being a 

manager who assigns projects and oversees their completion, the relationship changed to a variety of 

relationships such as an editor providing feedback on a blog post, or a mentor guiding students through 

their own self-directed research, and in the case of Facebook as a research assistant supplying 

photographs for the volunteer who had their own vision for a project. The new roles created through 

this cooperation may be considered in some sort as a writer, a social media influencer, and a lecturer. 

Each of these volunteers stated that the individual projects they undertook had made the experience of 

volunteering more fulfilling, and they were furthermore interested in what additional kinds of work they 

could think of and develop when they returned to the main work of the project.598 

The St. Dunstan’s example contrasts with other examples of expanding roles for volunteers, particularly 

in the Wiki space but also in an institution-based crowdsourcing project at the UK’s National Rail 

Museum. In the context of St. Dunstan’s archives, the leadership on the project remains in the hands of 

a professional member of staff.599 The daily operations of the archive, both physical and digital, is 

entirely carried out by volunteers but the main projects and direction of the archive are left up to this 

member of staff. While volunteers have some liberty to pursue different roles, they have no authority to 

affect the decisions made by management. In effect they are more than contributors, but do not 

necessarily have a leadership role. Meanwhile, contributors to Wikimedia UK are most often referred to 

as ‘editors’ because of their editorial powers over the content of any article in the Wiki. The implication 

is already one of authority; editors have the power to change the content of any article and are de facto 

leaders of the content as a result.600 Critically, all Wikimedia contributors are editors; there is no 

differentiation in roles. The flat hierarchy of Wikimedia is owed to the fact that all contributors, such as 

Subject L, feel they are the same and therefore they all deserve an equal share in the power structure.601 

In the case of the National Rail Museum, as discussed in the previous chapter the leadership roles in the 

community are divided between volunteers and museum employees. Those participants who take on a 

new role report feeling like a more integrated part of the team and consider that they have some 

influence on the direction of the project.602 However, there is no indication that other volunteers have 

been impacted in a similar manner or that having a volunteer manager has in some way empowered the 

whole community by proxy. Whether this expansion of roles flattens the hierarchy on its own into a 

more equitable system is debatable. For St. Dunstan’s new roles ultimately does little to alter the 

hierarchical structure while for the National Rail Museum the sharing of leadership roles empowers 

more participants. It is unclear if the sense of empowerment at Wikimedia UK is owed to the expansive 

nature of the editor role or if the lack of a lesser, more narrow role on the site prevents a contextual 

understanding of power limitations. What is clear from these three examples is that enforcing 

restrictions on the possible roles for volunteers to take creates a sense of power imbalance in favor of 

the institution.  

 
598 Subject I, interview by Author, London, August 2019 
599 After the end of the research phase the archivist position was made redundant and now the archives fall under 
the remit of the Director of Development  ‘The Notes - Winter 2020’, Issuu, accessed 27 May 2021, 
https://issuu.com/stdunstanscollege/docs/the_notes_winter_2020. 
600 John Lubbock, interview by Author, London February, 18 2020 
601 Subject L, interview by Author, London July 2, 2019 
602 Subject F, interview by Author, London April 20, 2020 
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What is beneficial to sustainability is that new roles help to align personal goals with community and 

institutional goals. As evidenced by the above examples, people become more engaged when they are 

able to take on a new role or a role with some authority. Most interview and survey subjects agree that 

they feel a sense of purpose when contributing to these projects and that is part of what motivates 

them. If the role they take on aligns more closely with their skills or interests, or teaches them a new set 

of skills, that sense of purpose is validated. One interview subject reported that every opportunity they 

were able to take on, whether it was as a transcriber, an ambassador,603 or a moderator each one gave 

them a different reason to participate and made them feel “useful.”604 Offering new roles helps an 

institution expand the usefulness of a community towards their projects, gives the community new 

goals to strive for, and aligns those goals with the personal interests of the individuals working in the 

community. A diverse set of roles is a more sustainable system than one which limits itself to a simplistic 

‘contributor’ role.  

6.2.2 New Types of Work to Explore  

New types of work can be broadly separated into two categories: new work that creates new goals for 

either the volunteers or the institution, and new work that changes the nature of the interaction 

between volunteers and the project itself. These categories are rooted both in the Omega phase of the 

adaptive cycle as well as Choi et al’s concept of digital citizenship. Both concepts emphasize the 

importance of changing goals in the community as an important marker of the health and success of 

that community.Most subjects interviewed report satisfaction with the work they are doing now but 

also a long-term interest in carrying out new types of work.605 One in five subjects surveyed cited “no 

opportunities to try new work” as a reason they would leave crowdsourcing altogether. Some 

crowdsourcing projects, like the ones at the British Library, have already found benefits in trying out 

new types of work for their already engaged communities.606 Some of the oldest examples of 

crowdsourcing projects have shown an evolution in purpose that was precipitated by a desire for new 

tasks among volunteers such as the Old Weather project mentioned before.607 For the adaptive cycle, 

new goals or changing goals are a necessary part of the process of ongoing sustainability because lack of 

change is a sign of community collapse.608 For Choi et al, the digital citizen’s sense of belonging to 

community relies in part on their ability to influence shared goals which means that as new members 

join a sustainable community their inputs will impact those goals.609 While the third type has been 

covered in detail in the previous chapter with regards to leadership roles, but it bears further 

exploration specifically in the context of education and investment. Additionally, other roles that are 

distinct but not necessarily rooted in “leadership” are worth considering in order to satisfy the desire for 

growth in the community.  

 
603 In this case meaning someone who participates in events both physical and digital to promote the work of the 
project. One example would be to visit schools and give presentations on a project to students.  
604 Subject D, interview by Author, London June 1, 2020 
605 See Appendix B, only three survey respondents felt unsatisfied with their work.  
606 Mia Ridge, interview by Author, London, 14 February 2020 
607 Sally Shuttleworth, ‘Old Weather’, Science Museum Group Journal 3, no. 03 (2015), 
https://doi.org/10.15180/150304. 
608 Romero-Lankao et al., ‘Urban Sustainability and Resilience’. P 1224 
609 Choi, Glassman, and Cristol, ‘What It Means to Be a Citizen in the Internet Age’. 
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The new types of work that create new goals for a project are generally considered to be tasks that are 

more creative in design rather than routine. In the GLAM sector, tasks such as transcription, tagging, 

metadata entry, and other repetitive tasks have dominated crowdsourcing.610 This is not to say that 

these tasks do not require skill or they are waning in usefulness, but rather points to the fact that they 

are limited as regards the creative input that they require from volunteers. As figure 4 shows, 

approximately a quarter of volunteers are keen to take on more creative work through crowdsourcing 

and more than a third are at least interested in trying. The majority of volunteers surveyed want to try 

something more creative, but interview subjects expressed an interest in finding that new work on their 

current projects. For example Subject E reported the sense of ownership they have over a project they 

have been working on for years would be the central conflict in trying something new.611 When asked if 

they would be interested in beta testing a new project that required new creative skills Subject E said 

“definitely yes” to exploring it but that they “would probably try to continue” on with their current 

project simultaneously.612 For Subject C there is a similar sense of loyalty to the British Library because 

of its commitment to digitizing rare collections. However, the new role Subject C would want to take on 

would add an international focus to the British Library, which by its mission statement is “the national 

Library of the United Kingdom.”613 Subject C said, “I would be up for like helping some places like this to 

be more open to wider public and to make it open for people who live in other countries.”614 As a non-

British resident, they felt a certain amount of difficulty in terms of relevant material and accessibility but 

were still compelled by the projects available. They have since expressed an interest in forming joint 

projects with international libraries,615 which is not a new concept for the British Library in general but 

would be a new goal for their crowdsourcing projects which have so far been nationally focused.616 The 

intention in these examples is to take on more ambitious and creative work but instead of finding that 

work elsewhere the commitment to a project or institution either because of a sense of ownership or 

shared values is key to sustainability. Both subjects said they would find themselves dissatisfied with the 

work if there was no room to explore new ideas in the next five years. Both subjects want to find that at 

the institutions where the currently volunteer. In order to keep them, and others like them, engaged in a 

sustainable way it would be necessary to consider new goals and objectives for the institution to pursue 

to satisfy all parties. 

A noteworthy example of new goals being created to make the community more sustainable is the Old 

Weather project. The project initially set out to digitize climate data in ships’ logs to make the data more 

accessible to researchers.617 Over time, participants began to share historical stories they noticed in the 

documents through the project’s discussion boards. Volunteers reported that the history was of more 

interest to them than the scientific data and they had begun to do more independent research on these 

 
610 Ben Brumfield, interview by Author, London, 17 April 2018 
611 Subject E, interview by Author, London, April 2020 
612 Ibid  
613 ‘Public Task’, The British Library (The British Library), accessed 11 March 2022, https://www.bl.uk/about-
us/privacy-policy/public-task. 
614 Subject C, Interview by Author, London, 05 March 2020 
615 ibid 
616 Christian Algar, interview by Author, London, 14 February 2020 
617 Lucinda Blaser, “Old Weather: Approaching Collections from a Different Angle.” Ed. Mia Ridge, Crowdsourcing 
Our Cultural Heritage (Routledge, 2016). Pg 45 
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topics.618 Their roles as contributors changed slightly because they took the lead and changed what work  

they spent much of their time and energy on which was not what the project was set up to do. The 

project remained active as of August 2021619 more than ten years after it started, making it one of the 

most long lasting crowdsourcing projects to date.  

The types of work interview subjects have taken on give some indication that there are many 

opportunities to expand the relationship between institution and volunteer beyond a straightforward 

labor exchange.  Subject I, who worked on the St. Dunstan’s, project found non-fiction creative writing 

to be a new and interesting challenge for them. With a background in photography, creative works came 

naturally to them, but historical writing did not.620 It took a degree of trial and error, combined with 

feedback from the project manager, but the successful addition of their piece of writing to the school’s 

publication was overall a positive experience for them. Subject I went on to do more writing for the 

project and continues to do historical writing as of the date of the interview (August 2019).621 Similarly, 

Subject K joined the Smithsonian’s Star Notes project in early 2020 to work on the physical digitization of 

glass slides. Due to the Covid-19 pandemic they shifted to crowdsourcing work, which previously had 

been unknown to them.622 The experience was so impactful they created their own crowdsourcing 

project for a master’s thesis they were beginning to work on. In the end the range of work they 

performed included digitization, transcription, metadata entry, and community management.623They 

have since brought the lessons learned from those experiences back to the Smithsonian and are working 

to integrate their own work into a Smithsonian project called Phaedra. Subject L also created their own 

Wiki project after working on several crowdsourcing projects and as a result became an advocate for 

open access crowdsourcing projects. Part of their work, which helps to sustain the Wikis they are 

involved in, is giving public presentations, and negotiating with relevant stakeholders to make available 

resources such as photographs of museum objects.624 Community members have thus invested their 

time and energy into their projects and communities, and they have thrived when given the opportunity 

to do more. The diverse outputs of these examples will be explored in Chapter 6 in more detail as 

models of co-production, but for now they serve to demonstrate how the introduction of more diverse 

and creative types of work can result in a better alignment of individual and institutional goals. The 

power of the community to take a lead on creative works, infrastructure, and advocacy indicate that 

there is a wide range of potential tasks of benefit to GLAM institutions that would be worth pursuing 

through crowdsourcing.  

Together, the pursuit of these expansions in types of work has helped to bring together the goals of the 

institution and the volunteers as well as to give all stakeholders a feeling that they can accomplish more 

through crowdsourcing than they had hoped to from the start. 

 
618 Ibid, pg 46 
619 Kevin Wood, ‘USS Salt Lake City: 1941’, Old Weather Blog (blog), 17 August 2021, 
https://oldweather.wordpress.com/2021/08/17/uss-salt-lake-city-1941/. 
620 Subject I, interview by Author, London, August 2019. Note: Subject I no longer continues to work with St 
Dunstan’s due to personal reasons that resulted from the COVID-19 pandemic.  
621 Ibid 
622 Subject K, interview by Author, London, June 5 2020 
623 Ibid 
624 Subject L, interview by Author, London, 27 June 2019 
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6.2.3 Relevance to Sustainability 

The expansion of roles represents the anti-hegemonic aspects of Social Learning theory and pushes 

communities towards more joint actions that involves thinking that is shared equally among 

stakeholders. Herbert Simon described humans as being rational in the ways they interact with other 

humans because the procedures for those interactions had been systematized.625 Social Learning 

theorists like Garmendia and Stagl took this idea and observed that within communities the quality of 

these systems (the repeatable and observable processes and rules of interaction) are directly correlated 

with both learning outcomes and sustainability.626 They argue that flexibility in roles and the ability for 

stakeholders to change their goals or the nature of their relationship (ie. to be allowed to give new 

inputs or take on new types of contribution) was a major factor in determining the quality of those 

systems.627Similarly, Wals points out the constant transformational process of the adaptive cycle offers 

more opportunities to challenge “stubborn routines” within the system thus freeing community 

members to explore new types of relationships.628 Wals goes on to note that innovating the system, 

which means to change the ways in which stakeholders see each other, is critical to the resilience of the 

community.629 One approach to adding flexibility to these relational systems is to allow for changing the 

perception of the volunteer from generic contributor to a more specific role such as editor,  and offering 

them a chance to expand their range of contributions. The example of Subject K shows that the 

opportunity to take on a new role and new work sparked innovation in their own research and growth in 

terms of skills and interest in crowdsourcing. Another key factor according to Garmendia and Stagl is to 

align institutional goals with individual goals in order to improve the quality of the systems. Reed found 

success in his workshops testing ways to build an integrated system approach. By offering varying roles 

and introducing ample opportunities for both institution and community members to assert and modify 

their goals, the workshops were far wider ranging and long lasting than control groups which were more 

rigid in their relationship dynamics. 630 New roles allow for more types of relationships and for the 

community members to better integrate their own goals into ones set forth by the institution or allows 

more opportunities for the institution to recognize community needs and adjust goals accordingly.   

The other factors related to the sustainability of these relational systems are network building and 

hierarchical authority. The creation of new roles creates a significant shift in the internal dynamics of a 

community as it alters the interpersonal relationships between stakeholders. A manager’s relationship 

to a contributor may be a more traditional boss/worker relationship while the relationship between a 

manager and a consultant has a more complex hierarchy where the manager is in charge of the project 

but not in charge of the consultant who provides input but does not necessarily have decision making 

power. Returning to the way in which this is evidence of sustainability, the creation of internal and 

 
625 Herbert A. Simon, ‘How Complex Are Complex Systems?’, PSA: Proceedings of the Biennial Meeting of the 
Philosophy of Science Association 1976, no. 2 (January 1976): 507–22. 
626 Garmendia and Stagl, ‘Public Participation for Sustainability and Social Learning’. 
627 ibid 
628 Arjen E.J. Wals and Romina Rodela, “Social Learning towards Sustainability: Problematic, Perspectives and 
Promise,” NJAS - Wageningen Journal of Life Sciences 69 (June 2014): 1–3, 
https://doi.org/10.1016/j.njas.2014.04.001. 
629 Ibid  
630 Reed, Fraser, and Dougill, ‘An Adaptive Learning Process for Developing and Applying Sustainability Indicators 
with Local Communities’. P 414 

https://doi.org/10.1016/j.njas.2014.04.001
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external networks because of these interpersonal shifts is key. Subject I’s new role and workload created 

a direct line from the archives to the marketing department at St. Dunstan’s that opened more 

opportunities between those institutional branches to work together. The result was more resource 

sharing between the two departments which provided more, new work for volunteers to engage with.631 

Subject L’s advocacy work has created multiple connections between institutions and external Wikis run 

by enthusiasts giving those institutions access to a large body of workers while the Wikis gained access 

to needed resources.632 As contributors doing the routine work of their respective projects, neither 

subject would have been able to create new networks that improve the sustainability of their 

communities. Those new roles also flatten the hierarchical structure of their respective communities. 

The manager/contributor model has a very clear top-down power structure where interview subjects 

report not feeling like it is their place to speak up about the direction or goals of a project.633 The new 

roles taken on by Subjects I and L, which were designed by them with the input of relevant institutional 

stakeholders, challenge that top-down approach. Instead, these new roles put the right person into the 

role that is needed at the moment. The creative work of Subject I was essential for raising the profile 

and budget of the archives at St. Dunstan’s. The advocacy work of Subject L met the resource needs of 

projects that would have otherwise run out of work to do. The expansion of opportunity to take on 

something new positions the community to be more sustainable because it maximizes the potential of 

volunteers while also meeting their individual wants and needs.  

One factor worth considering is the significant number of research subjects who do not show an interest 

in the expansion of either work types or roles. Of those who expressed interest in new creative work, 

more than half only showed a somewhat likelihood of taking on these new tasks (see Figure 4). More 

than half of interview subjects agreed they would like to know more about new opportunities but were 

not bothered one way or the other about changing their routines. One volunteer explicitly stated they 

would not take on any new work because they enjoyed the “zen” nature of transcription and any new 

task might be too difficult to learn.634 For this significant portion of crowdsourcing participants, 

sustainability can be achieved by doing nothing in terms of new opportunities. There is however no 

evidence to suggest that if opportunities were offered on a voluntary basis that they would somehow be 

put off. Of the survey respondents, only one person answered that more learning opportunities would 

detract from their participation. Garmendia and Stagl address this issue as well noting that improving 

the quality of the relational systems must be done on “realistic grounds” and that forcing the issue of 

new roles or adding too many options too quickly can have a detrimental impact on sustainability.635 

Adding too many roles or tasks too quickly or making older roles or tasks obsolete does not serve the 

interest of sustainability. Rather, an open dialogue and understanding of the needs of the individuals of 

the community is essential.  

 

 

 
631 Subject I, interview by Author, London, August 2019 
632 Subject L, interview by Author, London, 27 June 2019 
633 Subject H, interview by Author, London, 25 May 2020 
634 Subject G, Interview by Author, London, 02 June 2020 
635 Garmendia and Stagl, ‘Public Participation for Sustainability and Social Learning’. Hypothesis 4. 
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6.3 Access, Compensation, Ownership  

While training and the creation of opportunities for volunteers are long term investments with 

significant impact, there are also more immediate and direct forms of investment that can play a role in 

community sustainability. The ideas of access, compensation, and ownership are tied to Garmendia and 

Stagl’s argument that a sense of purpose and belonging are critical to community development. It is 

widely regarded as important among interview subjects that the product of their work be kept 

accessible to them and the public for as long as legally possible. This includes making sure that materials 

from projects volunteers have worked on are made accessible to relevant audiences which Subject D 

holds up as being essential.636 This could also include granting special access to as yet un-published 

material as a type of reward for volunteering which was specifically mentioned by Subject K. What is 

mentioned by several subjects and articulated quite clearly by Subject L is that concerns over who 

controls access to materials have an impact on their continued participation with crowdsourcing. In 

addition, some form of non-financial compensation for work performed was regularly mentioned by 

interview subjects, and survey subjects made note of it in their optional comments. What these 

statements reveal is that volunteers want institutions to make some form of public gesture indicating 

that these projects belong to the community as much as they belong to the institution in charge. To 

understand what the relationship between this sense of belonging and sustainability is, first it will be 

necessary to establish what the interview subjects mean by ‘access.’ Secondly, a look at the different 

types of compensation that have been provided by various projects will help to understand what specific 

kinds of direct investment yield positive results. Finally, social learning theory will be applied to examine 

the relationship between ownership and these specific types of direct investment, measuring the 

elements of hierarchy, conflict avoidance, and network building and how they impact sustainability.  

6.3.1 Access 

Access broadly refers to the privileges that community members have in terms of resources they can 

use to further their own personal goals. These resources often refer to the materials that volunteers 

work with, and access sometimes involves community members having special access to certain 

materials637 that are in the institution’s collection. According to survey respondents (see fig 5), one in six 

volunteers would be motivated to stop working on a project if the institution, “Restricted rights to 

access and use materials for [their] own benefit from projects [they] have worked on.” One volunteer 

reported an interest in getting access to unpublished materials being transcribed by a crowdsourcing 

project for their own research purposes and stated that this access is one reason they continue to work 

on a project.638 Another subject found that gaining access to the St. Dunstan’s Archives files inspired 

them to visit other private schools in South London to find more materials on the education of girls in 

the late Victorian period.639 Some interview subjects also expressed interest in ensuring the materials 

they work with are made available to the public in an open access format. Many subjects such as Subject 

E report that it is important that the materials they work on are made available to the public.640 These 

 
636 Subject D, interview by Author, London June 1, 2020 
637 Examples include unprocessed materials or materials which cannot be made public but are available to staff 
members, and to which volunteers are sometimes granted access.  
638 Subject K, Interview by Author, London, 05 June 2020 
639 Subject I, interview by Author, London, August 2019 
640 Subject E, interview by Author 
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interview subjects feel that their work is motivated by a sense of public good; they do the work because 

it is meant to benefit others.641 Therefore, if the materials are made available to the public fully their 

sense of purpose is fulfilled. For Subject D this issue became particularly relevant when the Library of 

Congress removed some materials from an unrelated project because those materials potentially would 

have weighed in on a political issue. Subject D felt that this was a betrayal of the mission of public 

projects run by the Library of Congress and that all materials should be left available for individuals to 

interpret as they see fit.642 This issue of open access is also of particular concern for Subject L who 

argues that the lack of a clear policy dedicated to open access would be enough to dissuade them from 

joining a project.643 It is clear that the issue of access both for volunteers and open access for the public 

has an impact on the continued participation of volunteers. 

 

Figure 5: Motivations to Stop Part 2 

In addition to project materials, access can also refer to access to expertise, events, and different 

projects available at a given institution. Subject G reports that they appreciate every opportunity to 

interact with staff from an institution, for example to ask them questions and enjoy their subject 

expertise.644 The discussion section of projects Subject G has worked on has space for general questions, 

with which the project and community managers regularly engage. Additionally, there has been positive 

feedback from volunteers involved in certain British Library projects, where “fun facts” and other 

materials are shared via social media and advertised directly to volunteers through the community 

newsletter.645 These small bonuses are not uncommon in the GLAM sector, where one of the major 

 
641 Subject D, interview by Author, London June 1, 2020 
642 Ibid  
643 Subject L, interview by Author, London, 27 June 2019 
644 Subject G, interview by Author, London June 2, 2020 
645 Mia Ridge, interview by Author, London, February 2020  
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benefits sold to people who donate money is access to special lectures and events. One larger-scale 

example would be the British Museum’s membership facility, through which the museum solicits small, 

regular donations from the public and offers them in exchange access to a special lounge in the museum 

where regular lectures are given.646 The British Museum is by this means carrying out crowdfunding and 

offering special rewards based on the museum’s specialty; crowdsourcing projects that solicit 

contributions of labor rather than money can do much the same. Indeed, these types of events have 

been requested by research subjects as a reward for participation. Subject I reported that they wanted 

to see regular lectures provided by the archivist at St. Dunstan’s College.647 The result of this request, 

which was made by several other volunteers on the St. Dunstan’s archives project, was a twice annual 

tour of the grounds as well as several lectures on the school and its history co-sponsored by the 

Lewisham Historical Society. Volunteers and historical society members were given exclusive access to 

these lectures. Volunteers found the examples of their work being used in the lectures as rewarding 

because it demonstrated their value to outsiders from the Lewisham Historical Society.648 Having these 

opportunities to engage with the expertise of people who are related to a crowdsourcing project can 

thus enhance volunteers’ understanding of the impact their own work can have on the cultural heritage 

field. Additionally, they are viewed as fun events and give people a sense of belonging to something 

beyond the simplistic view of giving away labor for free.  

In general, access can be understood as a benefit that volunteers find encouraging for their continued 

participation. In some ways it seems similar to compensation (to be discussed below) but what is critical 

here is that access is not about what volunteers get to take away with them, it is the sense that they are 

an important part of the institutional process. The exclusive or extensive access to materials creates an 

‘in-group’ feeling that volunteers are more than just temporary laborers but rather they are part of the 

next wave of research on subjects that have importance to the institution. Access to expertise 

meanwhile, grants volunteers the opportunity to see what kind of institution they are doing work for. 

Those exclusive tours at St Dunstan’s showed volunteers that the work was important and that the 

people they worked with were worth spending time learning from and helping do research. In a sense, 

access broadly shows volunteers in the community that their time and effort matter to them as a group, 

to the institution, and to the wider public that engages with the finished product.  

6.3.2 Compensation 

While financial compensation has been roundly denied as a good motivator for participation by the 

survey subjects for this thesis ,649 the idea of being given something for their work is well received by 

most research subjects.650 One example of compensation that multiple research subjects mentioned was 

in the form of formal recognition or certification based on works performed. Three types of recognition 

are mentioned by interview subjects: credit, milestones, and training certification. The first of these, 

 
646 ‘Membership’, The British Museum, accessed 28 December 2020, 
https://www.britishmuseum.org/membership. 
647 Subject I, interview by Author, London, August 2019 
648 Subject I, interview by Author, London, August 2019 
649 See Appendix B, only 3 out of 55 respondents chose financial compensation as a motivating factor despite the 
fact that subjects were allowed to choose multiple options to the question regarding motivation.    
650 31/55 respondents specify training and skills acquisition as expected compensation, 12/55 specific rights and 
access to specific materials, and 10/55 specify formal recognition for service.  
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mentioned by multiple subjects,651 was simply to allow community members to be added (with their 

consent) to a space on a project’s platform or website where their names can be listed. For some, such 

as Subject H, this would validate their efforts by enabling them to point to proof that they have done 

something worthwhile on a project.652 Furthermore, making such a list of credits available on 

publications related to the project has been shown to be valuable to various crowdsourcing projects 

such as Micropasts and The American Soldier. In their survey of Micropasts volunteers, project managers 

report that a wall of recognition on the website encouraged a sense of belonging among volunteers as 

well as a sense of competition.653 Volunteers who contributed to The American Soldier such as Subject D 

state that being recognized on the project web site was “necessary” for their continued participation.654 

This coincides with data collected from the Library of Congress in summer 2021 on the By the People 

platform which shows recognition for contributions aligning with community member goals.655 The 

second level is related in some ways to the gamification strategies that have been utilized by various 

crowdsourcing projects. Subject A mentions that part of the fun of working on the British Library’s 

Spotlight project is that they can keep track of their contributions and see the contributions of others. 

Subject A also reports that they most often compete with themselves and aim for milestones such as 

length of time spent contributing, or total contributions made.656 When these milestones have been 

mentioned via social media or in the discussion forum of the project, it makes volunteers feel more 

accomplished and helps them to understand their part in meeting the project goals.657 This is the sort of 

compensation being sought by crowdsourcing volunteers, not in the form of money but rather to be 

recognized as something more than an anonymous laborer.  

The third level of recognition is of value mostly, although not exclusively, to those who are seeking long 

term employment in the cultural sector. Subject J first became interested in crowdsourcing because of 

their background in linguistics, but developed a whole new set of skills and interests thanks to the 

projects they worked on.658 One of the factors that has limited their contributions, however, is that 

there is no evidence from the work they are doing on the project to demonstrate that they have gained 

experience relevant for their linguistics career. They recognise that the work itself is valuable, but flag 

up that a lack of formal recognition for this work keeps them from more committing more time.659 For 

Subject K, crowdsourcing work replaced the in-person contributions they had signed up to do as part of 

their master’s research. The thesis supervisor conferred with their project supervisor and approved the 

 
651 Mentioned by Subject A, Subject C, Subject H, and Subject K 
652 Subject H, interview by Author, London, 25 May 2020  
653 C. Bonacchi et al., ‘Crowd- and Community-Fuelled Archaeological Research. Early Results from the MicroPasts 
Project’, Proceedings paper, Proceedings of the Conference Computer Applications and Quantitative Methods in 
Archaeology (42nd Annual Conference on Computer Applications and Quantitative Methods in Archaeology, 
Oxford, UK: Archaeopress Publishing, 2015), 
http://www.archaeopress.com/ArchaeopressShop/Public/displayProductDetail.asp?id=%7BE35F9954-5653-493D-
884B-4A7D2DE66610%7D. 
654 Subject D, interview by Author, London, 01 June 2020 
655 Carlyn Osborn, ‘Summer 2021 Volunteer Survey: What Motivates “By the People” Volunteers? | The Signal’, 
webpage, 10 November 2021, //blogs.loc.gov/thesignal/2021/11/btp-volunteer-survey/. 
656 Subject A, interview by Author, London January 7, 2020 
657 Ibid 
658 Subject J, interview by Author, London, March 4, 2020 
659 Ibid 

https://doi.org/blogs.loc.gov/thesignal/2021/11/btp-volunteer-survey/
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work as relevant. This approval is the sole reason they were willing to take on crowdsourcing duties, 

which led to them creating their own crowdsourcing project for research purposes.660 Subject I was a 

lifelong artist who was seeking a second career and leveraged the published work they did for St. 

Dunstan’s College to explore other opportunities with cultural heritage institutions in London.661 

Another St. Dunstan’s College volunteer started their Master’s in Library Science at University College 

London based on the work they started at St. Dunstan’s. In part, they gained acceptance to this 

programme based on a letter of reference given by the project manager.662 These various forms of 

recognition are an investment with significant impact on the volunteers. Institutions that make such an 

investment may find individuals leaving to pursue work elsewhere but the reputation that the 

community gains as a place to grow and to be noticed will spread through a network of the project’s 

‘graduates’ who found the experience both personally and professionally valuable.  

6.3.3Ownership 

In Social Learning Theory, a sense of ownership over the output of the group is a key part of the process 

of developing a co-operative framework that makes a community sustainable. Both Reed663 and 

Garmendia664 point to ownership of a project as a necessary step towards reducing conflict and aligning 

goals. Reed sees ownership as a natural part of the process of repeating the adaptive cycle and including 

more and more input from the community.665 Ownership is not just a step towards a power shift but 

rather a gradual movement of the locus of control towards a shared node between stakeholders rather 

than just in the hands of the institution. Garmendia argues that ‘ownership’ is an expression of the self-

assertiveness attained through growth and learning in a social environment. It is not an explicit “we now 

own this project” concept so much as a situation where participants feel empowered by the openness of 

communication and regular feedback, which can be interpreted as a kind of ownership.666 Both 

conceptualizations of ownership relate back to access and compensation. Maintaining access and having 

a say in how open access is within a project corresponds to Reed’s understanding of ownership in the 

community. The participants recognize the value of their own work and so they express a desire to have 

a degree of control over that work in a meaningful way. Similarly, being given recognition for 

contributions and milestones is a way in which participants can explicitly declare that they have 

ownership of some part of a project or community. Having access to expertise and events is a 

mechanism by which Garmendia’s concept of ownership can be achieved. These forms of openness of 

communication, and regular opportunities to learn or participate in a new way, act as vectors for 

increased self-assertion of volunteers within the system. Each new special lecture is a new opportunity 

to recognize the scope and impact of one’s work and to understand how one’s own goals matter beyond 

 
660 Subject K, Interview by Author, London, 05 June 2020 
661 Subject I, interview by Author, London, August 2019 
662 Anonymous Subject, email sent December 16, 2020.  
663 Reed, Fraser, and Dougill, ‘An Adaptive Learning Process for Developing and Applying Sustainability Indicators 
with Local Communities’. P 613 
664 Garmendia and Stagl, ‘Public Participation for Sustainability and Social Learning’. p 1719 
665 Reed, Fraser, and Dougill, ‘An Adaptive Learning Process for Developing and Applying Sustainability Indicators 
with Local Communities’. P 616 
666 Garmendia and Stagl, ‘Public Participation for Sustainability and Social Learning’. p 1720 
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the self. More immediately, certification based on training and experience is another opportunity to 

recognize one’s own growth and value both to and from a project.  

These investments in community ownership of a project can help to reduce conflict, flatten the 

hierarchy, and create networks of invested individuals. As Subject E notes, every opportunity they have 

to do something new creates in them a desire to do more and to recruit more people to the project.667 

The possibility to access materials that would otherwise be unavailable to them prompted Subject J to 

invite a group of friends to join their project so they all could learn more about the subject of the 

project.668 Due to the open access nature of Wikimedia UK and Wikipedia, Subject L changed their life 

trajectory from being a stay at home parent to becoming an advocate for more collaborative projects 

between crowdsourcing communities.669 Specifically, Subject L sees groups such as the Smithsonian 

Transcription Center Subject producing digital content based on physical records through their 

crowdsourcing projects and then that material being utilized by the Wikipedia community to generate 

new articles and other digital born content for public use. For Subject L, the future of crowdsourcing is 

fluid collaboration between communities where goals and skill sets are complimentary while the general 

spirit of opening access to materials is shared.670 Subject A finds the regular access they have to subject 

experts at the British Library to be a valuable opportunity to explore new ideas but also to feel like they 

are a colleague rather than just an outsider.671 Similarly Subject B notes that on projects where access to 

experts was limited, they felt less engaged and more prone to be upset about the workflow process.672 

Subject D meanwhile notes that restriction of access to materials remains the most upsetting experience 

and that it gives the sense that the community has little power or influence.673 There are more examples 

among interview subjects, but on whole they agree that when they sense they have been considered 

when it comes to these issues of access, compensation, and ownership, they feel a greater sense of 

purpose as well as a desire to promote crowdsourcing projects as valuable.  

6.4 Conclusion 

The types of investment addressed in this chapter have in common the sense that they are less rigid and 

formal than the ways in which many institutions have approached investment previously. The tailored 

training modules offered by the Library of Congress, British Library, Tate Britain, and other large 

institutions have sufficiently prepared volunteers for the type of work carried out at this institutions so 

far as the survey results demonstrate.674 However, based on the responses interested in new creative 

endeavors as well as the responses from the interview subjects discussed in this chapter who currently 

see little opportunity to do more in the future, these training modules fall short of addressing the 

educational needs of crowdsourcing participants. Volunteers do not respond as well to these fixed and 

formal systems because the very nature of volunteering is fluid. Volunteers give up time and talent 

 
667 Subject E, interview by Author, London, April 2020 
668 Subject J, Interview by Author, London, 04 March 2020 
669 Subject L, interview by Author, London, 27 June 2019 
670 ibid 
671 Subject A, interview by author London, 9 January 2020 
672 Subject B, Interview by Author, London, 20 February 2020 
673 Subject D, interview by Author, London, 01 June 2020 
674 See Appendix B- 42 of 51 survey respondents who answered the question ‘Do you feel you have received 
enough training to carry out the work you have done for (Zooniverse/Library of Congress)?’ Agreed that they did  
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based on their own personal boundaries, not the boundaries established by an institution. This is 

evident from the interview subjects who reacted so strongly to the issue of open access. They were not 

moved by the institutional demands of intellectual property rights or political neutrality; instead, what 

motivated their actions was a deep personal commitment to benefitting the public good. This is not out 

of line with GLAM institutions, whose purpose is in part to make heritage and culture accessible to the 

public, or at least the paying public. These investments are not about a specific amount of money or 

time and tasks to assign, but rather about enabling a collaborative effort to find balance in the 

relationships between stakeholders so that everyone involved feels part of a community effort. 

Communication must be open and honest and purposeful with a shared aim to understand everyone’s 

goals so that the greatest number of them can be achieved. The social learning systems that are 

established in these crowdsourcing communities are only sustainable when the opportunities for growth 

are conflict free, openly communicated, and diverse in their offerings. Building educational 

opportunities that remove the barriers between institution based authority figures (Peter and Swillings’ 

heterarcy) while creating more learning and teaching opportunities for volunteers (Corneli and 

Mikroyannidis’ integration) leads to a more resilient community that can be sustainably maintained over 

time.  

Despite the informality of these investments, it is still necessary that they be purposeful as regards how 

they are designed and pursued. Without the discussion sections providing feedback on various 

Zooniverse projects, it is likely that few people would continue to participate, an experience that Subject 

A reported when they had no such space to receive regular feedback and so they left a project as a 

result.675 That space must be created, and it must be actively supported by someone(s). Building in 

regular opportunities to check in with stakeholders is the simplest investment that can be made into 

community sustainability. Holding regular forums to discuss satisfaction levels or to pitch new ideas 

gives volunteers and institutions a sense of new directions and shared participation. Setting a milestone 

on a project that automatically results in a certificate of accomplishment gives volunteers the 

opportunity to reach for a clear goal and motivates them because they can remark on progress and hold 

up something that demonstrates their value. Making a clear access policy at the start of a project means 

that all stakeholders understand whom the project is meant to benefit. This opens up communication 

between stakeholders and lets volunteers choose to work on projects that align with their own values 

which creates a stronger sense of belonging to the project. Often limitations placed upon a project or 

the roles of volunteers are done so with purpose because an institution sees limited resources or the 

limited applicability of crowdsourcing to wider institutional goals as an obstacle. Instead of purposeful 

limits, building purposeful opportunities into a project helps to address issues of limited resources by 

making the volunteers themselves a more valuable resource beyond inexpensive labor, and gives any 

project additional value because the community itself becomes a valued asset to the institution.  

The investment made by an institution into the growth of community members is at the heart of the 

relationship dynamic between stakeholders. That growth can be expressed in terms of skills and change 

in opportunities for volunteers, as well as by how participants perceive themselves and the role they 

play in the community. As Garmendia and Stagl note, “growth is a multi-way, dynamic exchange that 

benefits all stakeholders as it comes to an equilibrium in the sharing of both power and purpose.”676 

 
675 Subject A, interview by author London, 9 January 2020 
676 Garmendia and Stagl, ‘Public Participation for Sustainability and Social Learning’. 
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Institutions invest in volunteers through providing opportunities for them to learn and explore, as well 

as opportunities for them to be heard. The community provides a return on that investment by better 

aligning their own personal goals with institutional ones and providing more and better opportunities 

for their projects. Together, these investments create unexpected chances to collaborate on new 

research outputs, as they did (for example) in the Old Weather project. Investment in the community 

helps to foster growth not in terms of population size or duration of service, but rather in terms of 

resilience. The community that is given opportunities to grow as individuals is more resilient because 

there is less conflict between goals and investment, especially in terms of education, strengthens the 

network of outreach and production through a fairer and flatter hierarchy. Dedicating resources to 

training, opening access and varied compensation is critical to sustainable community development.  
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Chapter 7: 

Socialization 

One of the more frequently raised topics during interviews with community managers and project 

managers was that of the social activities or interactions between volunteers that do not directly relate 

to their work on the project/platform. One interviewee suggested that making a crowdsourcing project 

into more of a social space would help to create a stronger sense of community and enhance potential 

sustainability.677 Much of this speculation rooted in the aspiration to make crowdsourcing platforms 

more attractive for recruitment and retention in the same way that social media or web forums have. 

Platform organizers for From the Page and Zooniverse have expressed an interest in finding ways to 

bring volunteers back time and again to projects with one citing social engagement as a possible 

strategy. They said, “to be able to communicate and feed back to is hugely influential for [volunteers] 

sort of falling down the rabbit hole of coming back for more and more.”678 There are numerous 

examples throughout the history of the internet of robust, active and engaged communities being 

formed from people all around the world who share a passion for a specific subject. Those examples 

range from purpose built social enterprises such as the National Council for Voluntary Youth which 

brought together volunteers through online forums around shared interest in different types of 

volunteering,679 to something more simple such as a sub-Reddit dedicated to painting Warhammer 

models that developed into annual conventions and spawned competing sub communities on various 

web platforms.680 To be able to create socializing communities in crowdsourcing environments would 

seem to be a step towards building something long lasting and sustainable.  

In brief, by socializing in a crowdsourcing context we understand a range of interactions among 

stakeholders that goes beyond the scope of the work being performed to achieve a project’s goals. 

Conversations that work directly towards meeting a project’s goals, such as feedback and support from 

project organisers, thus do not count as socializing. However, conversations that are about the project 

but do not actually contribute to the work, for example so-called ‘talking shop’, would count as 

socializing. Other examples include: personal conversations carried out in project web forums, inside 

jokes or stories exchanged between volunteers within the working platform (such as in the margins of a 

transcription or annotation), social events both physical and virtual where people can meet outside of 

the work platform but are only there because of their association with a particular crowd project 

(basically a work party), or social media exchanges that are connected to the project in some way 

initially but can contain engagement outside of the scope of the project such as a tangent in a Twitter 

thread or additional hashtags being shared that are not generated for the project. Such interaction can 

take place in any space related to the project, such as the platform used for accomplishing the work,681 

discussion sections that are made available to participants, or social media accounts that are either 

 
677 Ben Brumfield, interview by Author, London, 17 April 2018 
678 Samantha Blickhan, interview by Author, London, 05 March2020 
679 ‘NCVYS - Unofficial Website of the Organization’, accessed 23 March 2022, http://www.ncvys.org.uk/. 
680 ‘Warhammer Community: The 10 Best Warhammer Forums’, GamersDecide.com, accessed 23 March 2022, 
https://www.gamersdecide.com/articles/warhammer-community-10-best-warhammer-forums. 
681 Example: metadata spaces for notes that are visible only to contributors, 
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made specifically for the project or are maintained by the community/institution as places where 

conversations about the project are relevant. If the topic of discussion is the project or the community, 

and the participants include more than one volunteer from that community, then the space and 

medium of communication are immaterial, as text, speech, and visual media682 can all count as 

socializing between relevant stakeholders.  

The topic of socializing in online communities that is relevant to crowdsourcing has been thoroughly 

explored by Osterlund et al. for the case of citizen science. They argue that most participants find that 

social engagement is an effective method for learning.683 Their study into social behavior on the 

Zooniverse platform shows that users wanted to improve the quality of their work or felt unqualified as 

an expert on the subject, and as a consequence they sought to bolster their expertise through the 

discussion forum of the platform called “Talk”.684 These examples however do not meet the criteria for 

socializing as outlined above. The goal here is to find out about social activities and behaviors that are 

distinct from the learning and development models addressed in the previous chapter.  

At first glance, this also seems to fit with the metrics of sustainability coming from social learning and 

resilience theories, where regular and dynamic communication among stakeholders is cited as key to 

the development of sustainable communities. Socializing would seem to be both a natural byproduct of 

these processes, as well as a potential basis for increasingly more meaningful and diverse forms of 

communication. In the crowdsourcing world, the Old Weather project previously mentioned is a good 

example where socializing led to adaptation and sustainability. It was the discussions being held among 

volunteers, off topic in terms of the project’s goals, that sparked the interest in exploring the personal 

historical value of the Old Weather materials rather than (or in addition to) their value for climate 

science.685 While socializing seemed to have a positive effect on Old Weather, that kind of engagement 

was not one of the explicit goals of the project and to what extent the ability for volunteers to engage 

socially with one another pushed forward new research objectives on its own is unknown exactly. As a 

result of this lack of clarity, survey and interview questions were added to this thesis which specifically 

asked about social aspects of crowdsourcing and how those aspects impacted engagement with the 

material and metrics of sustainability such as growth, power dynamics, and shared goal setting.  

In the response to those questions regarding socialization, only a minority of the research subjects 

found much value in the socialization potential of crowdsourcing projects. As shown in Figure 1, when 

asked if they were building relationships with fellow volunteers, 71% of survey subjects said no. Many 

interview subjects agree that they did little if any interacting with fellow volunteers, let alone engaged in 

more in-depth social activities. One interview subject, Subject J, found crowdsourcing to be a great 

opportunity for socialization but it was because they recruited their friends to join the project as a fun 

way to spend time together.686 This disconnect between the expectations of the institutions and the 

results to be discussed below is noteworthy because the time and resource investment that institutions 

 
682 Non spoken or written visual media such as memes  
683 Carsten Østerlund et al., ‘Socializing the Crowd: Learning to Talk in Citizen Science’, Academy of Management 
Proceedings 2014 (20 October 2014): 16799–16799, https://doi.org/10.5465/AMBPP.2014.16799abstract. 
684 Østerlund et al., ‘Socializing the Crowd’. p 20  
685 Sally Shuttleworth, ‘Old Weather’, Science Museum Group Journal 3, no. 03 (2015), 
https://doi.org/10.15180/150304. 
686 Subject J, Interview by Author, London, 04 March 2020 
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are allocating for certain types of social activities or environments are thus possibly being wasted, and 

for some research subjects they are actively pushing participants away. Subject G specifically is against 

community managers sponsoring social activities and instead would prefer to be left alone to do the 

work.687 While they are less adamant in their dislike of being encouraged to socialize, Subject H688 and 

Subject A689 both mention that they would prefer to just work on the project and otherwise be left alone 

except for opportunities to learn new skills or receive feedback on improving their work. A better 

understanding of the needs of volunteers in terms of socializing may help institutions to create a more 

focused approach to relationship building between stakeholders. There are different perspectives on 

how and why social activity occurs in these digital spaces, and different ways in which both the 

community and the institution can benefit from developing these perspectives into practices.  

 

Fig. 1 Survey responses regarding building relationships through crowdsourcing 

The rest of this chapter will address in more detail the place of socialization in crowdsourcing. First, we 

will explore the lack of interest in socializing in a digital space like the ones utilized by crowdsourcing 

communities; these include the type of asynchronous web forums provided by crowdsourcing platforms 

such as Zooniverse, as well as broader spaces such as social media. This lack of interest for socializing will 

be compared to other digital based social communities to provide context for why crowdsourcing fits 

socializing poorly. Additionally, the issue of demographics will be broached here, as it is important to 

understand the types of people participating in crowdsourcing projects and the impact this has on the 

ways they socialize. Once these motivations have been established, then it is possible to understand 

how digital spaces are currently insufficient for socializing in crowdsourcing and could be altered in ways 

that are more beneficial to projects and participants. Further, we will also consider the importance of 

 
687 Subject L, interview by Author, London, 27 June 2019 
688 Subject H, interview by Author, London, 25 May 2020 
689 Subject A, interview by author London, 9 January 2020 
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constructing space in social media, which was remarked upon by Dunn & Hedges.690 Taken together, this 

will enable us to understand how creating traditional notions of online socialization is far less important 

in crowdsourcing than community managers interviewed for this study believed, but that making room 

for different types of social experiences is still of value to sustainability.  

7.1 Contextualizing the Lack of Interest in Socializing  

No such study has been carried out in the field of crowdsourcing, and so it is necessary first to explore 

relevant studies outside of crowdsourcing and compare them to survey and interview subjects in order 

to help to understand why crowdsourcing volunteers are not interested in socializing. These studies can 

help to provide us with an idea of who the “motivated social participant” is and what exactly is relevant 

about crowdsourcing to active socializing. First, it is important to establish the demographics of 

crowdsourcing volunteers to help understand who are the people that could potentially socialize and 

what limits are there intrinsically to their participation. Once an understanding of who GLAM 

crowdsourcing participants are is established, then relevant studies on why people socialize in online 

communities similar to GLAM crowd communities can be applied to those people. Finally, once the 

motivations for socializing and their relation to crowdsourcing is established then we will conduct a 

review of several attempts by institutions to foster socializing in GLAM crowdsourcing. The mixed results 

of these attempts will help to better understand why there is a disconnect between crowdsourcing 

volunteers and socializing and how institutional attempts to foster that kind of connection has been an 

ineffective use of resources.  

It was not possible to access full demographic data for the projects covered in this study, due to 

restrictions preventing its release, however some generalizations about interview subjects are worth 

mentioning. Eight of the volunteer subjects interviewed self-identified as “retired” which would put 

them most likely in the over-55 age bracket. The rest of the interview subjects except for one were 

recent university graduates, roughly in the 22-30 age range. Visual confirmation by the author also 

determines that most interview subjects were White and of European or North American lineage. All 

subjects self-reported as having some form of education beyond Secondary school. Subjects were also 

divided evenly between Male and Female. This correlates with reporting of demographics from project 

managers at the Library of Congress,691 British Library,692 and Museum of East Anglian Life.693 All three 

agree that retired, white adults are the largest demographic followed by a large cohort of recent college 

graduates and very few people in the 35-50 year old range participate at all. Additionally, demographic 

data has been published by Zooniverse though only as recently as 2015. Their demographics vary slightly 

with a 60/40 male/female split reported and with the largest single age demographic being 20-25 

followed by 54-59.694 The same survey used a word cloud to visual self-reported areas of employment 

from survey subjects and the most popular answers were: manager, engineer, software, analyst, 

research, and programmer.695 All of those jobs fit a similar education level as that reported by interview 

 
690 Dunn and Hedges, Academic Crowdsourcing in the Humanities. P 99 
691 Victoria Van Hyning, interview by Author, London, 29 October 2019 
692 Mia Ridge, interview by Author, London, 14 February 2020  
693 Caitlin Peck, interview by Author, Stowmarket UK, October 2017 
694 TTFNROB, ‘Who Are The Zooniverse Community? We Asked Them…’, Zooniverse (blog), 5 March 2015, 
https://blog.zooniverse.org/2015/03/05/who-are-the-zooniverse-community-we-asked-them/. 
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subjects, as well as the British Library who reports that most of its crowdsourcing participants have a 

university education.696 It should be noted that Zooniverse includes both GLAM crowdsourcing projects 

and Citizen Science projects in this survey which could account for some of the differences between 

their data and the interview subjects for this study. Due to the limitation of this study to North American 

and European, largely UK based projects as well as to Zooniverse, By the People, and the British Library 

all operating primarily in English most of the subjects involved in these platforms and projects are from 

North America, the UK, Australia, New Zealand, and other countries where English is the primary 

language. 697  

The people who seek out socializing activities in digital spaces who fit the demographics outlined above 

do so for two main reasons. The first reason is a sense of social or geographic isolation.698 People seek 

out online socializing because they are physically removed from their communities or social networks 

due to re-location, disability, or mental health reasons.699 In this way, people who lack social connection 

in other parts of their life try to fill in the gap by forging new relationships online. The perception is that 

online social activities are lower in effort and time commitments which allows for participants to try and 

quickly make up for a perceived deficit.700 Users of web forums find shared identity through their online 

discussions related to topics they are particularly passionate about.701 This self-identification as part of a 

group of similar people helps to address those feelings of isolation. One example of this is Subject L who 

felt isolated from social groups after a decade of full-time childcare but found the Smithsonian’s 

crowdsourcing projects to be home to a number of people they identify with and could begin to form 

social connections to over a shared sense of purpose for supporting research.702 These same motivations 

for socializing translate to the social media space as well where users engage in viral communication 

strategies to replace a perceived lack of substantive social engagement in their daily lives.703  

The second reason for crowdsourcing participants to socialize through their projects was outlined by 

Bakici’s 2020 meta-analysis of crowd platforms as being for personal gain through networking.704 A 

2020/2021 initiative launched by Wikimedia that tested out the impact of socializing via networking 

amongst Wikipedia cohorts confirms Bakici’s claim.705 In both analyses users that stated they had an 

 
696 Mia Ridge, interview by Author, London, 14 February 2020 
697 The Zooniverse survey mentioned above puts 2/3 of their volunteers as being from the UK or US, Victoria Van 
Hyning claims that most By the People participants are American, and Mia Ridge claims most of the British Library 
participants are from the United Kingdom and Ireland.  
698 Jennifer Smith-Merry et al., ‘Social Connection and Online Engagement: Insights From Interviews With Users of 
a Mental Health Online Forum’, JMIR Mental Health 6, no. 3 (2019): e11084, https://doi.org/10.2196/11084. 
699 Smith-Merry et al., ‘Social Connection and Online Engagement’. 
700 Ibid  
701 Louise F. Pendry and Jessica Salvatore, “Individual and Social Benefits of Online Discussion Forums,” Computers 
in Human Behavior 50 (September 1, 2015): 211–20, https://doi.org/10.1016/j.chb.2015.03.067. 
702 Subject L, interview by Author, London, 27 June 2019 
703 Maria Teresa Borges-Tiago, Flavio Tiago, and Carla Cosme, ‘Exploring Users’ Motivations to Participate in Viral 
Communication on Social Media’, Journal of Business Research 101 (1 August 2019): 574–82, 
https://doi.org/10.1016/j.jbusres.2018.11.011. 
704 Tuba Bakici, “Comparison of Crowdsourcing Platforms from Social-Psychological and Motivational 
Perspectives,” International Journal of Information Management 54 (October 1, 2020): 102121.  
705 Ang Li et al., “Successful Online Socialization: Lessons from the Wikipedia Education Program,” Proceedings of 
the ACM on Human-Computer Interaction 4, no. CSCW1 (May 28, 2020): 050:1-050:24 
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intention to utilize crowdsourcing as a networking tool showed higher engagement in prescribed social 

activities than control groups. Further, the Wikimedia study focused on college students as a group and 

showed that they were more engaged in social activities than other cohorts because of their interest in 

how they could improve job placement outcomes through collaborative networking.706 Both Subject K 

and Subject I reported that they sought networking opportunities through their volunteering with 

Subject K using their experience with existing crowdsourcing projects to help recruit for a new project of 

their own707 and Subject I hoped to find connections for part-time work in the cultural heritage sector 

which would be a career change for them.708 Other than those two subjects, the demographics of most 

subjects being retirees would make networking for career purposes less attractive and therefore 

socializing efforts like Wikimedia’s may fail to gain traction. In all the cases above the motivation for 

volunteers to socialize via crowd platforms is to serve their own interests either as a result of some form 

of social isolation or a desire to gain personal/professional contacts through networking.  

While the first motivation, being physically removed from a community, seems relevant to 

crowdsourcing projects that does not track with reports from several projects on the people 

participating. In terms of geographic location, most GLAM crowdsourcing participants tend to be 

geographically close to the projects they work on. For the HHARP project, there was an expectation that 

users from around the world would come to join, but aside from two North American participants 

everyone else lived in London or one of its adjacent counties.709 The volunteers at St. Dunstan’s College 

were all students, staff, alumni, or the parents of students/alumni at the school.710 Regional institutions, 

such as the Lancashire Archives and the Museum of East Anglian Life, by their nature pull participants 

from the local communities and shy away from recruitment campaigns that reach out further. Project 

manager David Tilsley specified that volunteers for Lancashire Archives are all from Lancashire because 

he believes the content of their materials are not relevant to anyone else.711 Even large institutions such 

as the Tate Britain can identify their participants as local to the subject matter at hand, with for example 

an above average number of Hong Kong based volunteers working on Chinese related materials.712 

Looking at the geographic data for survey subjects from this study it shows that survey respondents who 

worked on the By the People platform were exclusively from the United States. Of those survey 

respondents that worked on the Zooniverse platform one-third (7/21) were UK based, and another third 

were US based and each of those Americans mentioned that they worked on a US history project such 

as American Soldier.713 Crowdsourcing therefore may be inclusive of a broader geographic audience, but 

in reality most crowdsourcing is more local than not.  

We can see the disconnect between crowdsourcing based socializing and both demographics and 

isolation by looking at some attempts made by community managers interviewed for this study to foster 

socializing in the past. For Caitlin Peck at the Museum of East Anglian Life, attempts to foster social 
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engagement through web forum discussions and social media hashtags were ultimately not successful in 

part because of the geographic nearness of the majority of volunteers. Several attempts to use the 

hashtag “#searchforthestars’ were made in 2018 and 2019 to generate conversation among the one 

hundred volunteers working on the project at that time with no tweet reaching more than twelve 

people based on engagement results.714 Meanwhile, in person events hosted at or near Stowmarket 

(where the museum is located) had between thirty and seventy attendees who were crowdsourced 

volunteers largely because they lived nearby.715 In less than a year Caitlin stopped devoting time to 

digital socializing and favored personal visits as a means for getting volunteers to socialize and engage 

more outside of the direct work of the project. From a demographics standpoint, Subject E and Subject 

H both reported that attempts had been made by projects they worked on to foster socializing online 

and they were not interested in it. For Subject H, the issue was a matter of comfort with the technology. 

This was revealed when asked about their interest in other projects beyond American Soldier that they 

were working on, and Subject H reported that they did not explore the crowdsourcing platform beyond 

the work area they were familiar with and one section of the Talk forum where they could ask for 

help.716 When they are asked to visit other areas, such as other parts of the Talk forum to engage with 

fellow volunteers, they specifically stated that “if I were younger” they might be interested but they are 

not interested in exploring beyond their comfort zone.717 Subject E found and invitation to socialize with 

fellow volunteers a bit strange saying “it's not like a Facebook where you meet friends and talk to them 

and things like that.”718 For Subject E, socializing online is meant for specific places and is an extension of 

offline relationships rather than a place to make new friends. This fits a number of studies on older 

demographics and social media usage where they often join social media at the behest of friends and 

family719and perceive online engagement as an enhancement to existing relationships not as places to 

make new ones.720 In short, most GLAM crowdsourcing volunteers from this study are older adults that 

prefer to engage with local projects and do not need the online social activities that crowdsourcing 

projects have offered thus far.  

GLAM Crowdsourcing participants do not match the main motivations for socializing in online 

communities . For many participants, the primary motivations for joining a crowdsourcing project do not 

include socializing. One perspective presented by Subject E, is that volunteering for these projects is 

primarily about an act of service to the public, and other considerations like socializing, while not out of 

the question, are not given much concern.721 Subject H explicitly states that they are participating to get 

 
714All instances of the museum’s use of the hashtag can be found here  
https://twitter.com/search?q=(%23searchforthestars)%20(from%3AMuseumEALife)&src=typed_query  
715 Caitlin Peck, interview by Author, Stowmarket UK, October 2017  
716 Subject H, interview by Author, London, 25 May 2020 
717 ibid 
718 Subject E, interview by Author, London, April 2020 
719 S. Shyam Sundar et al., ‘Retirees on Facebook: Can Online Social Networking Enhance Their Health and 
Wellness?’, in CHI ’11 Extended Abstracts on Human Factors in Computing Systems, CHI EA ’11 (New York, NY, 
USA: Association for Computing Machinery, 2011), 2287–92. 
720 Anabel Quan-Haase, Guang Ying Mo, and Barry Wellman, ‘Connected Seniors: How Older Adults in East York 
Exchange Social Support Online and Offline’, Information, Communication & Society 20, no. 7 (3 July 2017): 967–
83. 
721 Subject E, interview by Author, London, April 2020 

https://twitter.com/search?q=(%23searchforthestars)%20(from%3AMuseumEALife)&src=typed_query
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work done, not to make friends or socialize.722 The attitude expressed is that socializing would be a 

waste of time that could be spent getting work done. Subject A does not want to make friends at all and 

finds the solitary nature of the work to be one of its primary appeals.723 In this way community 

managers would do well to consider volunteers in a professional context much the same way they 

would consider employees. The Wikimedia initiative in 2020/2021 to explore socializing efforts 

specifically modeled their social activities on industry and professional networking activities used in 

office environments in the US and UK.724Additionally, all interview participants showed evidence of 

already having established social connections in their lives from friends, family, school, church, etc. 

Subject E mentioned that they talk about their crowdsourcing work socially with their family more than 

anyone else.725 Subject J made no effort to make friends through crowdsourcing instead they invited 

their friends from home and school to join the project they were working on.726 The interview subjects 

participate in crowdsourcing projects for other purposes, described in the rest of this study. While there 

has been some success forming regular social encounters through in-person gatherings held by various 

crowdsourcing projects,727 their very nature suggests that socializing within a purely digital space is not 

of interest to volunteers. The motivation among participants to socialize with each other is largely non-

existent and resources spent trying to generate such activity are wasted.  

7.2 Spaces of Socialization  

This lack of motivation to socialize is also exacerbated by the nature of the spaces that crowdsourcing 

projects have created for participants to socialize in. The three spaces where socializing is most likely to 

happen in a crowdsourcing project are in platform exchanges (ie. annotations for transcription built into 

the platform used to carry out work), web forum/discussion sections set up by the project where 

volunteers can exchange support or that are specifically designed for socializing, and via social media. 

The constraints that each of these spaces puts on sustainable socializing between individuals hinders the 

ability for lasting relationships to form. The first of these spaces is designed to facilitate professional 

conversations and work towards project goals or provide additional feedback to users while they work. 

Web forums have limitations in terms of the time commitment required from participants and other 

social limitations such as slow response times, UI design issues, and overly prescriptive topics (ex. 

Sections of the forum may be dedicated to support which is to specific or ‘general talk’ which is too 

open ended) that prevent them from being an ideal space for crowdsourcing participants to socialize.728 

Meanwhile, the move towards social media as a space for socializing between crowdsourcing 

participants has been largely stunted despite its potential because the investment on the part of the 

institution must be significant without a predictable outcome. Community managers interviewed for this 

study reported that attempts to engage volunteers in discussion via social media was both difficult in 

terms of resources available and limited in success as most users only responded with requests for 

 
722 Subject H, interview by Author, London, 25 May 2020 
723 Subject A, interview by author London, 9 January 2020 
724 Ang Li et al., “Successful Online Socialization: Lessons from the Wikipedia Education Program,” (May 28, 2020): 
050:1-050:24 
725 Subject E, interview by Author, London, April 2020 
726 Subject J, Interview by Author, London, 04 March 2020 
727 British Library, HHARP, Tate, NARA, they all have meetups and conferences that they say are well attended.  
728 Pendry and Salvatore, ‘Individual and Social Benefits of Online Discussion Forums’. P 212 
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support.729 Meanwhile, survey data shows little to no interest in social media as a means of 

communicating among participants.730 While a shift towards creating new spaces of socializing may have 

positive outcomes, there exist no clear models to shift to nor evidence that participants would be 

interested.  

7.2.1 Platform Work Spaces 

Crowdsourcing platforms themselves – which function as spaces for carrying out the actual 

crowdsourcing tasks such as annotation, transcription, or tagging – are for the most part completely 

lacking in affordances that support socializing. Some interview subjects reported using these spaces to 

leave personal notes to fellow volunteers, but those were sporadic and almost entirely one-sided. 

Subject D reported that they often did research that was outside of the parameters of the project for 

their own enjoyment and left notes about that research in an annotation space on the American Soldier 

project.731 In response to this, other participants provided them with positive feedback and shared their 

own personal research and stories through private messaging on the Zooniverse platform. Beyond these 

exchanges, though, Subject D did not respond with more conversation beyond simple gratitude.732 

Similarly, Subject J left notes for friends in the margins of transcriptions where something piqued their 

interest and they wanted to share it, but they could only remember this happening a few times 

inconsistently.733 One of the reasons for this lack of back-and-forth engagement in platform spaces is 

that there is no way to control who monitors that space.734 Personal conversations carried out in these 

spaces are visible to volunteers and project managers without any way of knowing who has seen what 

and also without a built-in option to move part of the conversation to a private space such as direct 

messaging.735 This proposal is supported by interview subjects such as Subject G, who finds the whole 

experience of ‘chatting online’ in such spaces to be uncomfortable for this very same reason.736 

Additionally, Subject G among others737 points to spaces designed for accomplishing the work of a 

project as somewhat ‘sacred’, analogously to how one would move from one’s desk at work to a 

breakroom in order to have a conversation. Subject H likens the experience to their previous career as a 

touch typist and explains that all non-work aspects are easily ignored saying, “I just switch off 

completely from [the world] and I'm just concentrating on what I'm doing.”738 Subject H does however 

find interacting with other volunteers valuable as a means of support when they are having technical 

issues.739 Indeed, according to project managers the spaces for annotations and feedback are full of 

communication between volunteers, but it is professional in nature and usually focused on helping each 

 
729 More details found below but this was mentioned by Adrian Glew, Caitlin Peck, Mia Ridge, Samantha Blickhan, 
Victoria Van Hyning, and Suzanne Isaacs.  
730 See Appendix B  
731 Subject D, interview by Author, London, 01 June 2020 
732 Ibid 
733 Subject J, Interview by Author, London, 04 March 2020 
734 Mia Ridge, interview by Author, London, 14 February 2020 
735 Ibid  
736 Subject G, Interview by Author, London, 02 June 2020 
737 Both Subject H and Subject A make similar points though they do not use the word ‘sacred’  
738 Subject H, interview by Author, London, 25 May 2020 
739 Ibid  
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other correct errors or solve problems directly related to the work of the project.740 In this way the 

platforms serve the function of fostering supportive communication quite well, but not social 

communication.  

 

Figure 2: Frequency of Web Forum Usage  

7.2.2 Web Forums 

The limitations of web forums as social environments have been known for several decades. Studies 

conducted in the late 1990s show that, while web forums function well as environments for 

collaborative work, that do not satisfy the social needs (i.e. timely feedback, simplicity of interactions, 

flexibility to carry on conversations beyond the scope of the initial topic) of participants that are found 

in face-to-face or synchronous environments.741 Even more recent analyses, which confirm that the web 

forum space is one where socializing does take place, report that “no direct relational information exists 

that would indicate the presence of communication ties among contributors.”742 In other words, there 

are no clear social relationships being built between participants. This makes sense in the context of the 

data displayed in Figure 2, which shows that 61% of the crowdsourcing participants surveyed never use 

 
740 Suzanne Isaacs, interview by Author, London, 29 August 2018 
Mia Ridge, interview by Author, London, 14 February 2020  
Victoria Van Hyning, interview by Author, London, 29 October 2019 
741 Terry Anderson and Heather Kanuka, ‘On-Line Forums[1]: New Platforms for Professional Development and 
Group Collaboration’, Journal of Computer-Mediated Communication 3, no. JCMC332 (1 December 1997), 
https://doi.org/10.1111/j.1083-6101.1997.tb00078.x. 
742 Andraž Petrovčič, Vasja Vehovar, and Aleš Žiberna, ‘Posting, Quoting, and Replying: A Comparison of 
Methodological Approaches to Measure Communication Ties in Web Forums’, Quality & Quantity 46, no. 3 (1 April 
2012): 829–54, https://doi.org/10.1007/s11135-011-9427-z. 
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their project’s web forum743 and 25% use it only one to two times in a week. Only some 8-14% of 

participants are utilizing the forum feature with enough frequency to have demonstrably friendly 

conversations that continue beyond a one-off exchange. The web forum is clearly ineffective in creating 

the right space for socializing among digital volunteers on crowdsourcing projects.  

The root of this lack of interaction lies partially with the lack of input volunteers have on the space being 

used for socializing. Returning to the notion of the digital nomad that they used to define community, 

Nash et al. make the point that ‘finding space’ is a critical part of establishing the work place/social place 

balance.744 Part of the process of establishing a social-professional community in the way that digital 

nomads do, is the actual establishment of the “where” in which different activities can take place. Digital 

nomads do social networking on personal social media accounts or through online services designed to 

help digital nomads socialize; or, in physical spaces where local digital nomads specifically gather.745 

Professional networking may utilize social media, but usually through a professional account, and some 

of the subjects interviewed reported that they would not do that type of networking in a social space for 

fear of blurring the lines between work and life.746 The web forums found on crowdsourcing projects are 

often spaces where participants can find feedback and training, among other work-oriented topics. For 

example, the American Soldier project’s talk section on Zooniverse contains the following sections: 

General Discussion, Farewell, Notes, Questions for the Research Team, and Help.747 The last three of 

these sections are all dedicated to supporting volunteers with their work, including asking for help 

deciphering a word, how to use the project interface, and providing context for the documents being 

transcribed so that volunteers can understand better what content they may be working with. The 

Farewell section only exists because the project is ending, and it is a space for participants to say 

goodbye to each other. As of January 11, 2021, four people have participated in this section, out of the 

roughly five hundred who worked on the project. That leaves the General Discussion forum as the only 

space for socializing, and the topics in this forum mostly focus on clarifying or learning more about the 

content of specific transcribed works (a selection of these topics is shown in Figure 3). When asked 

about the American Soldier’s web forum, Subject D reported that they did find it useful for getting 

information about difficult tasks but it was not a space they could see themselves carrying on a 

conversation or engaging socially.748 The web forum is the workplace for GLAM crowdsourcing projects, 

not the social space.  

 

 
743 All survey subjects did have access to a web forum for their project as of the time of the survey, the option N/A 
was for subjects to say they did not use or did not know about said web forum.  
744 Caleece Nash et al., ‘Digital Nomads Beyond the Buzzword: Defining Digital Nomadic Work and Use of Digital 
Technologies’, in Transforming Digital Worlds, ed. Gobinda Chowdhury et al., Lecture Notes in Computer Science 
(Cham: Springer International Publishing, 2018), 207–17, https://doi.org/10.1007/978-3-319-78105-1_25. 
745 Nash et al., ‘Digital Nomads Beyond the Buzzword’. 
746 Ibid 
747 ‘Zooniverse’, accessed 11 January 2021, https://www.zooniverse.org/projects/tkotwim/the-american-
soldier/talk. 
748 Subject D, interview by Author, London, 01 June 2020 

https://doi.org/10.1007/978-3-319-78105-1_25
https://www.zooniverse.org/projects/tkotwim/the-american-soldier/talk
https://www.zooniverse.org/projects/tkotwim/the-american-soldier/talk
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Figure 3: Snapshot of American Soldier General Discussion forum, Jan. 11, 2021 

The lack of a space for socialization is an example of a disparity in decision making between the 

community and the institution. As discussed in the previous chapter, Garmendia and Stagl emphasize 

the importance of cooperative decision making between stakeholders within the community regardless 

of their role. They further point out that cooperating in the design of the environment is included in this 

process. For physical communities it is important that decisions such as school placement or road 

layouts be made by members of the community as well as councils or other professional stakeholders 

involved. Similarly, Garmendia and Stagl note that giving community members the ability to propose 

design changes in the digital space, or to at least be given a voice in making final decisions is also 

critical.749 Volunteers on GLAM crowdsourcing projects are the ones who benefit most from the design 

choices in their work platform, their educational programming, and in their social spaces because they 

are the primary users. Institutional stakeholders mostly benefit from the output of the project though as 

they host these spaces for volunteers they have to consider the resources necessary to execute design 

choices. The benefits of including volunteers in designing and building a place to socialize is the sense of 

belonging and shared goal setting established by Garmendia and Stagl750 but also the sense of fairness 

and empowerment that Peter and Swilling note comes from a more heterarchical approach751 to 

building these social spaces. Once enough iterations of the adaptive cycle have occurred, a lack of input 

from volunteers on social activities and social spaces has the potential to be a point of conflict, but as of 

right now there is no evidence to suggest it is a high priority concern among volunteers. 

 
749 Garmendia and Stagl, ‘Public Participation for Sustainability and Social Learning’. p 1720 
750 ibid 
751 Peter and Swilling, ‘Linking Complexity and Sustainability Theories’. p 1601 
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Figure 4: Use of social media in GLAM crowdsourcing  

7.2.3 Social Media  

Social media has a great deal of potential for promoting social activities among volunteers and beyond 

but has failed to live up to that expectation thus far. As Dunn & Hedges noted in 2016 “Web technology 

and social media have not determined the ways in which super-contributors engage with one another 

and create knowledge.”752 This statement is supported by Figure 4753 which shows that most 

crowdsourcing participants in 2020 were not engaged with social media output from their projects. 

Further, follow up emails with community managers following the first COVID-19 lockdown in the 

Spring/Summer of 2020 have resulted in either the shut down of social media activities754 or 

reorganizing work patterns to focus on meeting essential services via remote work which has de-

emphasized both social media and community management.755  Some interview subjects reported 

ignorance of or lack of interest in social media in general. Both Subject H756 and Subject I believed they 

were “too old”757 for social media such as Twitter or Instagram which they understood to be the 

preferred social media used by their respective projects. Further, Subject G found social media to be a 

fun thing for friends and family but not something they associated with the type of work done in 

 
752 Dunn & Hedges, p. 85 
753 This information is more recent than Dunn & Hedges as the survey was carried out in February-April 2020. The 
impact of COVID-19 is largely absent but some implications will be discussed in the final chapter based on 
preliminary research.   
754 Adrian Glew and David Tilsley both confirm this via emails which can be found in Appendix C  
755 Meredith McDonough from Alabama State Archives and Mia Ridge mention this in follow up emails which can 
be found in Appendix C  
756 Subject H, interview by Author, London, 25 May 2020 
757 Subject I, interview by Author, London, August 2019 
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crowdsourcing.758 Of all the subjects interviewed only three of fourteen talked about using social media 

in relation to crowdsourcing projects and in one case it was to complain to the Library of Congress about 

what Subject B perceived to be a free speech violation, not for actual socialization.759 If participants are 

not present in the social media space or unwilling to engage in the space, then certainly it is not the 

right space for social engagement.  

For those interview and survey subjects that did utilize social media and engaged with the project’s 

social media output, the type of interaction has less to do with social engagement and more to do with 

receiving feedback from community managers. Subject A reports that they felt valued when the 

community manager of their project mentioned Subject A on Twitter or brought up the output of the 

project team.760For Subject C, Twitter was their main form of asking questions to community managers 

and getting updates on when new materials would be released by the project to work on.761 Looking at 

the survey data collected for this study in Figure 5 we can see that social media as a way for volunteers 

to communicate with community managers is only slightly more popular of an idea amongst survey 

respondents than using it to communicate with other participants. The social media space is too 

disconnected from the project space and does not hold the interest of crowdsourcing participants. 

Community managers like Mia Ridge recognize that the social media environment is so different from 

the platforms and web forums used to carry out the work that they have mostly used social media as a 

recruitment and advertising tool rather than a curated place for participants to socialize and engage 

with one another.762 However, given that half of survey respondents showed interest in expanding social 

media presence, there is a possible shift happening that may prove social media spaces to be of value to 

socializing. As of November 2021, the Library of Congress reports a significant increase in Twitter activity 

for their By the People crowd platform763 but similar to the survey and interview data here there is no 

indication just how much people are engaging with one another and utilizing the platform for anything 

other than advertising the project. 

 
758 Subject G, Interview by Author, London, 02 June 2020 
759 Subject B, Interview by Author, London, 20 February 2020 
760 Subject A, interview by author London, 9 January 2020 
761 Subject C, Interview by Author, London, 05 March 2020 
762 Mia Ridge, interview by Author, London, 14 February 2020 
763 Carlyn Osborn, ‘“By the People” Turns 3: A Year in Review | The Signal’, webpage, 18 November 2021, 
//blogs.loc.gov/thesignal/2021/11/by-the-people-turns-3/. 
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Figure 5: Comparative look at potential interest in social media usage from 2020 survey found 

in Appendix B 

Additionally, the use of social media by community managers has been hampered by a lack of resources. 

Most community managers interviewed had already begun to use social media as a means of social 

interaction with project participants but found two key factors to be lacking. The first factor was that of 

time. The amount of time needed to create, promote, and follow up on social media posts was 
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underestimated by some,764 and simply de-prioritized by others as other issues became more 

pressing.765 More successful use of social media from institutions such as the British Library was only 

possible because of a concerted effort to make time available for it.766 The second factor that was 

lacking was proper training in and knowledge of effective social media strategies. Only one community 

manager interviewed reported that they had undertaken training in social media use before designing 

their social media strategy.767  Another reported that they were not sure how best to use social media to 

promote conversations with and between volunteers.768 This lack of expertise has resulted in wide 

variations in social media strategy success, with many project-related accounts remaining fallow while 

others by chance are robust areas of output and feedback. These inconsistencies in strategy and volume 

of activity both hold back the social media space as being a significant contributor to the sustainability of 

community engagement.  

7.3 Conclusion 

Investment in social spaces and activities has had very little impact on the sustainability of GLAM 

crowdsourcing communities. While it is a subject of great interest to community and project managers, 

it is not for the volunteers themselves. In large part, the demographic make-up of volunteer 

communities makes online socialization difficult or potentially unnecessary for their needs. Additionally, 

for most participants these projects are regarded as workplaces that require a certain level of 

professionalism and focus, rather than time spent socializing. If the point of volunteering is to work 

towards project goals, then most subjects see no point in spending time on activities that are 

unconnected with these goals. This focus on the labor side of community membership is also due in part 

to the nature of the digital spaces these projects inhabit. The platforms and web forums used by 

crowdsourcing projects are effective for moving collaborative projects forward but ineffective for 

fostering social activity. Meanwhile, the social media space has either been ignored by volunteers or 

lacks sufficient support from institutions to glean any meaningful insight from their outreach programs. 

Based on the data collected for this study which largely comes from 2018-2021, there is unlikely to be a 

change in the interest in socializing amongst volunteers.  

However, there is a question as to whether social engagement should be invested in at all. While the 

lack of a purposeful space for effective social activities in crowdsourcing projects limits such 

engagement, many people would still shy away from such spaces if they did exist. Again, in part, this is 

due to the demographics and work-focused mindsets of participants mentioned above. The break room 

in an office is a place for taking a break from work, and a byproduct, but not necessarily a purpose, of 

this is the socializing between employees. Examples of social engagement such as Subject I are similarly 

incidental as they did not set out to socialize and have found the opportunities to do so inconsistent.769 

Rather than investing in purpose built social engagement for institutional goals (ie. productivity) such as 

competitive gamification models, these interview subjects would benefit more from free spaces for their 

own styles of socializing. If Subject D spends so much time and effort doing research in the margins of 

 
764 Caitlin Peck, interview by Author, Stowmarket UK, October 2017 
765 David Tilsley, interview by Author, London, 27 March, 2019 
766 Mia Ridge, interview by Author, London, 14 February 2020  
767 Joanna Yeung, Interview by Author, London, 03 September 2018   
768 Suzanne Isaacs, interview by Author, London, 29 August 2018 
769 Subject I, interview by Author, London, August 2019 
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the platform, would they not potentially benefit from a space to present this and engage with their 

fellow volunteers? Similarly, Subject J brings people already interested in things like typography to their 

project as a social exercise. More research would need to be done to see if Subject J’s group would 

benefit from a hashtag or social media programming dedicated to typography interests that is separate 

from the workspace of the project. It is more beneficial for institutions to invest not in a broad social 

space for engagement but rather to pay attention to the ways in which the community already socializes 

and promote the creation of new spaces in response. The solutions to promoting social engagement are 

not universally replicable and they are rooted in niche approaches unique to each individual community. 

The impact of socializing on sustainability therefore is very low based on this study, but in the long term 

it could promote more sustainable communities. None of the sustainability metrics used by any of the 

projects examined in this study is impacted by the level of social activity inside the project’s community. 

The key forms of communication measured have been those in support of the work being done and of 

the growth of the participants in terms of their skills and value to the project. No interview subjects 

report any amount of socializing as significantly affecting their sense of value to a community nor their 

continued interest in participation. That said, the impact socializing could have on goal setting, network 

building, conflict avoidance, and hierarchical flattening should not be understated. The 2021 Wikimedia 

study on socializing among college aged Wikipedia editors showed a correlation between increased 

social activity and increased engagement in terms of frequency of contributions and providing feedback 

and support to other editors.770. Getting to personally know the people one is working with helps to 

better understand individual goals and how they relate to one’s own goals. Social spaces create 

opportunities to learn more about the backgrounds of individuals and the ways in which networks can 

be formed that support the community’s development while not necessarily being part of a community 

project.771 Friends are better at settling conflicts with one another because of mutual respect and 

understanding gained through socializing. Perhaps most significant of all, a community that both works 

and socializes together gets a more rounded view of each other and a better understanding of how each 

member is more equal. While currently the impact of socializing is minimal in terms of community 

sustainability, as these communities grow both in size and diversity it could play an import role in 

maintaining a more resilient and sustainable community structure and requires further research which 

groups such as Wikimedia are already working towards.  

 

 

 

 

 
770 Li et al., ‘Successful Online Socialization’.p 50 
771 Rosta Farzan et al., ‘Socializing Volunteers in an Online Community: A Field Experiment’, in Proceedings of the 
ACM 2012 Conference on Computer Supported Cooperative Work, CSCW ’12 (New York, NY, USA: Association for 
Computing Machinery, 2012), 325–34. 
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Chapter 8: 

Threats to Sustainability 

Up to this point, the focus has been on ways in which institutions, managers, and community members 

can and do make the digital communities that form around GLAM crowdsourcing projects more 

sustainable. Most of the work centered on increasing sustainability is focused on building resilience 

through the creation of strong, shared relationships between stakeholders. These relationships require a 

great deal of flexibility when it comes to how to form such bonds. When it comes to factors that 

threaten sustainability, they tend to be rooted in the very structures that make up GLAM institutions. 

GLAM institutions are rife with eccentricities that hold back the potential sustainability of crowdsourcing 

communities. This includes models of funding for projects, investment in digital technologies that focus 

on efficiently delivering goals primarily, a colonialist legacy that negatively impacts diversity and limits 

growth, as well as a wide range of highly specialized tasks inherent to GLAM work that can create 

bottlenecks through the process of a crowdsourcing project.  These peculiarities of the GLAM sector are 

partially relationship based as are the other aspects of sustainability discussed in this study, but it is 

important to consider them as resource and infrastructural issues as well. Every part of this study up to 

now has focused on building those healthy relationships, but there are also a number of practical issues 

and solutions which can contribute to community sustainability as well.  

There are four major threats to sustainability beyond a lack of investment in management, community 

development, and socialization as discussed in the previous chapters. These issues are largely the result 

of the way that GLAM sector is organized and they are not problems unique to crowdsourcing 

necessarily. The first threat is the issue of limited or irregular funding for crowdsourcing projects. Many 

GLAM crowdsourcing projects run on temporary grant funding or are not the highest priority for 

continuous funding from an institution. This lack of resources can interrupt the availability of materials 

or cease operations altogether creating a break down in both consistency and communication which 

negatively impacts sustainability. Second, there is the growing influence of machine learning in the 

digital GLAM sector which some perceive as a potential replacement for crowdsourcing projects. Third, 

the narrow demographics which were briefly introduced in Chapter 4 pose a threat beyond the lack of 

interest in socialization. The difficulty with which GLAM crowdsourcing has in attracting volunteers from 

more diverse backgrounds threatens the ability to grow and include more inputs and ideas from the 

public at large. Finally, the often specialized skills needed to carry out GLAM work can create 

bottlenecks in the production of digital materials for crowdsourcing projects. Those bottlenecks have 

been revealed by the COVID-19 pandemic to have a direct impact on community sustainability for a 

number of institutions. These issues are interrelated in many ways as funding impacts interest in 

machine learning and also exacerbates bottlenecks while also forcing some to design their programming 

around existing demographics in order to present themselves as relevant and justify future grants. There 

are however examples where efforts to resist these threats has had some measure of success and will 

therefore be included in each section to help better understand the level of danger for each.   
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8.1  Funding  

Every single GLAM professional interviewed or surveyed for this project identified funding as a threat to 

the sustainability of crowdsourcing projects. As already discussed in Chapters 2 and 3, a lack of funding 

threatens the ability to properly manage a community, maintain a viable platform, recruit through 

effective means such as social media, or (as was the case in the HHARP) even manage to maintain the 

work that had been done.772 

For reference, it is important to establish some of the potential costs associated with a digital project. 

The company SDS Heritage operating out of London has a full catalogue of digital archive and museum 

services available for their clients to choose from. This includes a full digitization package from scanning 

through to Optical Character Recognition, generating a website with exhibition sections, etc.773 This 

general suite (called a “Turnkey Solution") has a starting cost of £5,000, which includes all the things 

listed above and up to 2,000 items (they specify items which includes documents or photos) scanned 

and entered into the database. Additional items cost on average £1.25 per item scanned and 

uploaded.774 An archive made up of 10,000 objects of various shapes and sizes could thus reasonably 

expect to pay SDS Heritage 17,000 pounds to digitize their collection. As a point of reference, the 

relatively small Black Cultural Archives in Brixton has a collection of 8,500 rare books alone, and this is 

only one of its various collections.775 Based on estimates from other similar organizations, such as 

History Associates Inc. in the USA776 and Arkivum,777 these costs are competitive in the market of digital 

archive solutions. This number serves as a baseline reference for the cost of a complete digital heritage 

project and is not inclusive of the costs associated with continuing funding for digital community-based 

projects. From these numbers, however, it is possible to provide rough estimates for the start-up costs 

of a wide range of community-based projects as well as ongoing costs in terms of web space and 

support.  

Some examples of real world costs of crowdsourcing projects helps to understand the impact of funding. 

The Transcribe Bentham project published the costs incurred by its crowdsourcing project several 

months after the completion of the first phase. During that phase, Transcribe Bentham cost £262,673 

over the course of twelve months and the money was provided by a grant from the Arts and Humanities 

Research Council.778 The largest cost associated with the project was the recurring cost of salaries for 

the academic researchers and staff from UCL that worked on the project. This cost amounted to 

approximately 35% of the project total.779 One-off costs associated with the project included computer 

 
772 Andrea Tanner, interview by Author, London, November 2016 
773 ‘SDS Heritage (About Us) - Turnkey Solutions’, accessed 11 April 2022, https://www.sds-heritage.co.uk/c2-
about-us/28-turnkey-solutions/. 
774 ibid 
775 “Collections : BCA,” accessed May 8, 2017, https://bcaheritage.org.uk/collections/. 
776 ‘Historical Research Services On Demand’, History Associates Incorporated (blog), accessed 11 April 2022, 
https://www.historyassociates.com/services/on-demand-historical-research/. 
777 ‘Digital Archiving Solution for Special Collections’, Arkivum, accessed 11 April 2022, https://arkivum.com/data-
archiving/higher-education-heritage-libraries/special-collections/. 
778 Tim Causer, Justin Tonra, and Valerie Wallace, “Transcription Maximized; Expense Minimized? Crowdsourcing 
and Editing The Collected Works of Jeremy Bentham,” Literary and Linguistic Computing 27, no. 2 (June 1, 2012): 
119–37, doi:10.1093/llc/fqs004. 
779 Causer, Tonra, and Wallace, “Transcription Maximized; Expense Minimized?” 122 
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hardware, log analysis, digital photography, printing, and the cost of having the University of London 

Computer Centre develop the user interface for the project. Combined, these costs were approximately 

equal to another 30%.780 Much of the remaining expenses were involved with either the recruitment 

and training of volunteers or other administrative costs. The largest area of expense was listed by the 

report as being used for moderating comments, resources spent applying for further grants, and extra 

resources spent training volunteers that had difficulties. Many of these costs are fixed and would be 

incurred by most crowdsourcing projects. Some amount of money is going to be spent by an institution 

on the staff, technical equipment, the space for the records, etc. For comparison, the British Library 

dedicates two full time members of staff781 to crowdsourcing projects which based on their pay scale 

make between £35,000 and £56,000 per year bringing the staff cost alone to between £70,000 and 

£112,000 per year.782 

Looking at this cost of professional labor for institutions might make a volunteer task force seem 

appealing as a cost cutting measure, but Transcribe Bentham counters that narrative. The authors admit 

in their own conclusion that the project could have transcribed “two-and a half times as many” 

documents if they had used the exact same resources to employ full time professional 

transcribers.783Judy Lewis-Watson from the National Archives US contextualizes the cost of volunteers 

saying, “I expect at least a minimum of 200 hours [per volunteer total] because it's a costly process to 

bring people and do the training do the background checks et cetera.”784 Similarly, Victoria van Hyning at 

the Library of Congress argues that institutions hoping to maximize output for minimal costs should 

avoid crowdsourcing as a solution. The LoC had to hire multiple community managers to help train and 

support volunteers while a similar expense in professional transcribers could have fulfilled similar 

quotas.785  Regardless of whether a project uses professional staff, or volunteer staff, crowdsourcing 

projects require a sizeable amount of monetary resources.  

All of the traditional models for funding are lacking in sustainability. While public grants, private 

fundraising, and institutional support should not be ignored, as viable pathways to sustainability they 

are still inadequate especially a few years after a project begins. Examples of this problem include 

HHARP which reported an almost immediate end to crowd-based work when Wellcome Trust grant 

funds were spent without any chance for renewal.786 The materials were only still accessible because the 

project manager at the time paid out of their own personal funds for webspace to keep the records 

online, but progress was stalled until new funds were secured.787 Similarly, the MYTHOS project in 

Oregon reports its status as ‘precarious’ as it has to re-apply for funds every year through a public grant 

system from the city of Portland.788 The last mention of this project online is from Jeffrey Sens’ own 

social media in 2017 and as of April 2022 the project’s website www.mythoschallenge.com shows a 

 
780 Ibid 
781 Mia Ridge, interview by Author, London, 14 February 2020 
782 The British Library, ‘Organogram of Staff Roles & Salaries’, 4 April 2022, https://data.gov.uk/dataset/d10b9109-
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‘Website Expired’ page indicating that this project is no longer operational. While attempts to contact 

Jeffrey since 2017 have been unsuccessful to clarify why this project has disappeared, based on the 2017 

interview funding could be a reasonable explanation. The common issue with grants as a funding option 

is that they often draw their resources from an external entity that is not necessarily as invested in the 

goals of the project as the researchers and community members involved. That said, internal 

institutional funds are not always secure either. Some institutions lack sufficient resources to guarantee 

continued funding as was the case with Search for the Stars at the Museum of East Anglian Life in 2017-

2018.789 However, even large institutions have shifting needs and goals that crowdsourcing projects do 

not always fit. The British Library did not have a fixed, long term budget for the Spotlight project as of 

2020 with the project needing to re-apply for funds on an annual basis.790 The issue then has less to do 

with finding the funding to start a project and more so to do with sustainable funding sources which can 

immediately threaten the sustainability of a community especially if access to the project is halted.  

If the members of the digital community around a project have already demonstrated a vested interest 

in the goals and operations of the project, then the question arises as to what level of financial 

contribution they might be willing to make to the project. This type of contribution could take more 

than one form; individuals could make small scale contributions to a project, or communities as a whole 

could work to support other projects related to their interests. This is similar to the open call style of 

crowdfunding which has been common in the digital humanities, utilizing popular sites such as 

Kickstarter, since at least 2012. 791 The concept of accepting small donations from the public is itself an 

old one for GLAM institutions having been around for more than six hundred years.792 The possibility of 

making online donations greatly facilitates the process of generating contributions as donors can make 

contributions from home, and indeed several museums and archives have had success using Kickstarter 

and other crowdfunding platforms for one-off funding campaigns.793 However, such campaigns suffer 

many of the same drawbacks as one-off grants and limited institutional support: they don’t have 

sustainability built in. While they may have enough interest in the goals of the museum or archive to 

come visit and look at the collection, or to make occasional donations, they are not necessarily invested 

enough to continue to make small contributions for months or years. Looking at the ways in which 

crowdsourcing projects have successfully leveraged crowdfunding campaigns provides insight into 

sustainable solution to either supplement or potentially replace more traditional funding models in 

GLAM crowdsourcing.  

A few examples of asking the crowd for funding demonstrates the relationship between crowdfunding 

and sustainability. David Tilsley at the Lancashire archives relies on donations from a volunteer-based 

group called the ‘Friends of the Lancashire’ archives. This group is made up of volunteers who contribute 

to the archive’s projects but they also fundraise and donate to a separate funding apparatus that they 
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https://www.museumsassociation.org/museums-journal/in-practice/2020/06/running-successful-crowdfunding-
campaigns/. 
792 The Musei Capitolini in Rome has been accepting donations since 1471 
http://en.museicapitolini.org/il_museo/storia_del_museo 
793 Matt Villano, “In Tough Times, Turning to the Web to Raise Funds,” The New York Times, March 14, 2010, sec. 
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control.794 In 2018 the Friends of the Lancashire archives funded the acquisition of new computer 

equipment which was necessary to carry out future crowdsourcing projects.795 The group is not under 

the direction of the archives, shares no leadership with the leadership of the archives, and Tilsley has to 

apply for funding from this group through a formal application process. That said, the group was 

founded entirely by Lancashire archives volunteers and exclusively gives funds to the Lancashire 

archives.796 The crowd of volunteers and the crowd of donors are one in the same. In a similar situation 

is ‘The Video Game History Foundation’ (VGHF) is a crowdfunded group with crowd contributed content 

that curates a collection of video game advertising and publishing media in order to “create a 

searchable, organized, always-online archive of verified, high-quality material that is accessible to 

researchers and historians as a public education resource.”797 At the time of writing their Patreon page is 

generating £3203 per month gathered from 487 donors.798 The founder of this project, Frank Cifaldi, 

claims that the primary expenses so far have been the initial cost of equipment (the project started in 

January 2017) and travel expenses associated with promoting the foundation at various trade shows as 

well as part-time salaries for their staff of five.799 Much of the material that makes up their archives has 

been donated by some of the same people that support the group on Patreon. Those same Patreon 

supporters were also the first ones recruited for their 2019 project to add meta data and make 

searchable the entire digitized collection of the game magazine ‘GameInformer.’800 In terms of a 

voluntary, community based, archival project the small donation model is sufficient to cover all costs 

associated with the VGHF project and help to ensure its sustainability.  

In addition to crowdfunding from among the volunteers there is work being done to unite institutional 

interests into a broader crowdfunding model. A service run by the Northeast Document Conservation 

Center (NEDCC) in the USA helps connect projects to crowdfunding as well as to each other to build a 

more supportive and sustainable funding structure.801 Some examples include a crowdfunding campaign 

to help match grant funding from the Institute of Museum and Library Services for the Blue Hill 

Observatory Historic Climate project, another campaign to raise funds to digitize one set of tapes for the 

James Carty digitization project which requires special equipment, and a component of the New England 

Electric Railway Historical Society’s broader crowd recruitment strategy where they offer the option to 

donate money (crowdfund) or time (crowdsource). This emphasis on crowdfunding started when former 

director of the program Julie Martin recognized that more traditional donation models were not 

working for the NEDCC. Martin realized that there was already a passionate group of volunteers on 

many projects that might be a better alternative saying, “we had this donate button no one's going to 
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donate to us, we had it up there like a dead thing … and I thought why don't you just see if we can get 

the clients to raise money.”802 The problem she encountered however was that many of the 

crowdsourcing projects that the NEDCC worked with at the time had no experience with crowdfunding 

as a model and so she developed resources and a centralized space on the NEDCC website to help. The 

first few projects to join (including the ongoing New England Electric Railway Historical Society) “what 

they really need is mostly hand-holding” according to Martin to show them the different platforms and 

marketing strategies that make crowdfunding successful.803 Since starting in 2017, there have been five 

successful and completed campaigns as well as one ongoing campaign that has given positive feedback 

on the experience.804 In terms of success Martin says crowdfunding is best suited to organizations “who 

have less money” and they only consider supporting crowdfunding campaigns for groups that have 

other external funding to at least cover part of their general costs.805  

Similarly, crowdsourcing resources between institutions can relieve some cost burdens or be used as a 

means to raise funds. When the  Puerto Rico Science, Technology and Research Trust suffered damage 

during hurricane Maria in 2017 and relied on support from international cultural heritage institutions to 

help with their digital collections. Specifically, the then Director of Cultural Heritage Technology and 

Innovation Kristen Phelps recalls being able to work with the British Library to help carry out some 

digital work such as using their paid transcription software and referred to this as a ‘cost recovery’ 

meaning that the ‘public service’ provided by the British Library helped save “hundred bucks you know 

this month and we might get through one or two more if we’re lucky.”806 This cross institutional support 

has also taken on the direct funding of projects through services such as Reveal Digital which “develops 

Open Access primary source collections from under-represented 20th-century voices of dissent, 

crowdfunded by libraries.”807 Different libraries pay part of the cost of creating digital collections as a 

group and in exchange they get early or exclusive access to that content for their users. Together these 

examples all show that crowdfunding concepts that focus on sharing skills, resources, or money 

between institutional stakeholders have as much potential as directly relying on the crowdsourcing 

community to directly crowdfund from.  

While a lack of funding impacts sustainability because projects can cease to exist and take the 

communities they build with them, crowdfunding as one source of revenues enhances sustainability in 

other ways. In the examples from Lancashire and the VGHF the regular donors and the regular 

volunteers are often the same people. Garmendia and Stagl argue that there is a necessary level of 

investment in the community done by individuals in order for them to feel committed and part of the 

greater whole.808 The examples they used were based on investment of time and effort but it is worth 

considering that a literal financial investment could be part of that building of connection to the group. 

Volunteers from the Friends of the Lancashire Archives and the VGHF did not respond to interview and 
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survey requests so this connection will have to be explored in future research more explicitly. What 

David Tilsley says though about the sharing of power between the Friends of the Lancashire Archives 

and their projects connects to Peter and Swilling’s heterarchical structure. The sharing of power 

between the institution and the volunteers builds a more lasting community because no one feels as if 

control is taken from them or that they are undervalued in some way.809 For Lancashire Archives that 

balance is struck because the institution controls access to materials and the volunteers on some 

occasions control access to the funding needed to accomplish the task. The sharing of power makes all 

the stakeholders involved more even because no one group has control over all aspects of the processes 

involved.  

8.2. Machine Learning   

In a model of crowdsourcing in which volunteers are utilized to perform tasks that are difficult to 

automate using traditional methods of computing, machine learning appears as the perfect solution to 

processing large amounts of digital data. Many proponents see the future of transcription services in 

particular as being carried out entirely by AI as soon as 2025.810 This poses a potential threat to 

crowdsourcing because if a program can do the same work as a crowd in a fraction of the time, then 

what would be the point of having humans do the work at all? This concern is particularly acute within 

those institutions which have found digital community projects to be widely beneficial beyond the tasks 

they are able to perform. The desire to build a lasting community presence through crowdsourcing that 

has unknown potential was expressed by Mia Ridge & Christian Algar from the British Library, Georgia 

Hudson from the Alabama State Archives, Joana Yeung from Tottenham House Foundation, among 

others. Others, such as Caitlin Peck from the Museum of East Anglian Life and Suzanne Isaacs from the 

National Archives USA initially sought crowdsourcing out for its ability to process large data sets but 

began to consider the communities that developed as something more valuable to the institution and 

thus not replicable by AI.  

While some concern regarding machine learning is certainly warranted, this particular threat is largely 

mitigated by building in a degree of resilience through flexibility. A community that only carries out a 

single type of task, such as transcription, is threatened by machine learning, but one that works together 

with institutions to diversify its projects cannot be so quickly replaced. This makes learning machines a 

greater threat in the short term where digital communities have not yet had the time to adapt and grow 

into a more sustainable system. This conflict between positives and negatives associated with machine 

learning was the subject of an extensive workshop at the UK National Archives in December 2019, that I 

contributed to by representing research on the human centered approach to working with large data 

sets for one of five teams. The rest of my team included: Pip Wilcox representing The National Archives 

UK, Lisa Cardy from the Natural History Museum London, Christian Dahl from the University of Southern 

Denmark, Michael Robson from a team at Microsoft focused on machine learning, and James Morley a 

freelance historian.811 Information regarding the proceedings of this workshop can be found in the 

appendices and will work in support of interview data to better understand how thinking about machine 
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learning with a human centered approach will certainly impact GLAM crowdsourcing in the near future 

but may actually benefit community sustainability rather than threaten it.  

In the short term, learning machines may take the place of crowdsourcing for GLAM institution-based 

transcription projects because it appears to be a fast and affordable solution. As mentioned above, 

digital communities which are centered around a single type of task, such as transcription, are most 

threatened by learning machines. In 2022, optical character recognition (OCR) software is wildly used by 

a number of companies to automatically transcribe typed documents for a variety of applications.812 

Handwritten documents however are more difficult for OCR software to transcribe because of the 

variability in handwriting from person to person.813 Many projects are ongoing that are attempting to 

use machine learning to train OCR programs to deal with this variability and consistently transcribe 

handwritten text with a high accuracy.814 One of these programs that is commercially available machine 

learning OCR for handwritten documents and serves the GLAM sector including the University of 

Edinburgh, National Archives UK, and Max Planck Institute for Art among others is Transkribus.815 

Transkribus816 boasts a 97% accuracy rating for transcription of handwritten text that uses the Latin 

alphabet, and can process more data in an hour than whole projects have done in their entirety.817 The 

cost of using this service depends on the scale of a project. A large-scale project that needs to process 

120,000 pages of hand-written text per year would pay €23,328818, which is significantly less than the 

salary of either a community manager or a full-time staff member to do the transcription manually. Any 

institution looking to process a large volume of digitized hand-written manuscript assets would likely see 

this as an efficient way of balancing cost and output. The issue that arises however is whether an 

institution is actually capable of making that shift to learning machines. The major issues with using 

Transkribus include meeting the 10,000 unit subscription minimum, compatibility between an 

institution’s systems and the PyLaia handwriting system, as well as the consistent 3% error rate which 

over the course of a paragraph could potentially alter the meaning of entire sentences.819 Without a 

human checking against the machine-generated outputs there is no way to catch those errors, which 
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significantly impacts the searchability of the transcription. In that case, the cost of the learning machine 

is not in lieu of volunteers and employees but could in fact be an additional cost on top of staffing.  

According to Transkribus researcher and development contributor Christel Annemieke this need for 

human involvement in the machine learning process is essential to the function of their program. 

Transkribus’ machine learning based transcription is a process in which the OCR software is taught to 

recognize the patterns in a set of written text through exposure to training materials.820 This process 

proceeds in several phases, in each of which the program is exposed to a set of digital assets and a set of 

corresponding transcriptions that are known to be correct. For Transkribus this requires an initial set of 

approximately fifty to seventy-five transcribed pages created by the institution, checked for accuracy, 

that gets fed to the program to form the syntactic language of this particular learning machine.821 Once 

this is established, a sample set will be given to the machine to process, and then the institution can 

check it for accuracy. If this meets a standard of at least 91% then a second sampling of manually 

transcribed works can be sent. On a project like the one mentioned above with 120,000 pages, it would 

be considered prudent by researchers who worked on Transkribus to send between 500-600 pages of 

manually transcribed works as the total amount of materials needed for training the program.822 That is 

not to say all those pages would be sent at once, but rather throughout the process of working with the 

machine new samples would be sent in roughly 100 page batches and then the machine generated 

product would be compared to the human generated one. This means that even in a situation where an 

institution wants to transition to an entirely machine-based transcription process, they still require a 

small group of humans to generate manual transcriptions and confirm the quality of the work produced 

by the machine. While this may not require the full complement of a large crowd, an institution may still 

be reliant on a digital community of volunteers to keep up with the pace of human work these learning 

machines can generate.  

In the long term however, machine learning potentially presents an opportunity to expand the 

usefulness of digital communities to institutions while also making them more sustainable. The key to a 

sustainable integration of machines and humans within a digital community is balancing the benefits of 

each to the other. Machines have the processing power to work through large datasets in short amounts 

of time; humans have the ability to think laterally and adjust to unique circumstances.823 Dunn and 

Hedges specify that machines can carry out bulk, generic work and then humans can leverage their 

expertise to provide more details beyond simple classification or searchability.824 With crowdsourced 

humans and machines working together the workload could be diversified meeting more institutional 

goals and the power dynamic would be more heterarchical because volunteers would be recognized for 

their unique contributions and skills. Learning machines could be used for task allocation by matching 

previous work from a contributor and automatically scaling up difficulty or pace in order to provide 
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them the balance of challenge and growth that survey respondents find valuable.825 Machine learning 

could also provide immediate validation of submitted work, which would provide some of the regular 

feedback that was flagged as important by survey respondents. Conversely, the opportunity to check on 

random samples of machine-generated output helps to provide a sense of value and something of an 

ego boost for volunteers,826 the idea being that correcting a machine requires an advanced skill. 

Additionally, machine learning could take care of the pre-processing work827 which allows for the 

streamlined classification of work into specific skill-based sets, as well as the creation of micro-tasks 

which volunteers can take on as they see fit.828 Lastly, learning machines can make it easier to connect 

datasets across different departments and institutions, as they are better suited at predicting 

connections and finding similarities between projects.829  

The way that these potential uses of machine learning result in a flattened hierarchy and a greater 

meeting of shared goals is in part due to the increased independence for volunteers. Many interview 

subjects reported that they appreciated the community management approach that let them learn 

through trial and error and take on workloads at their own pace. For Subject H, this independence was a 

contributor to their own feelings of self-worth, because they feel that older adults are often seen as 

lesser in the public’s eye.830 Similarly, Subject I who was seeking a new career path after the age of 50 

found the ability to create their own blog posts and other independent work rewarding while more 

direct supervision sometimes felt ‘patronising.’831 With learning machine companions832 helping, 

volunteers can set the pace of their work and also help the institution meet its goals by decreasing the 

error rate while increasing the work pace (potentially). Reed’s bottom-up approach to social learning 

theory states that the relationship between institution and volunteer should shift from one that 

resembles a boss-employee relationship to one that more closely resembled work colleagues in the 

same department.833 With the machine learning element factored in, community managers and 

volunteers are sharing the process of training and developing the machine while also each being asked 

to contribute their own expertise rather than one or the other being the only authority figure.  In 

addition, the increased pace of work means that processing a data set requires fewer, more specialized 

volunteers, meaning the institution can free up resources, which alleviates the previously mentioned 

funding threat to some degree. Learning machines could take advantage of one the strongest elements 

of sustainability to a crowdsourcing community: people want to do this work and do it well.  

 
825 In Chapter 2 see figure 2 which shows both difficult and easy tasks as being popular reasons why one would quit 
a project. 
826 Editor, Wilcox, Pip. 2019. Proceedings from People and Machines: Co-creating with Heritage Collections, 
London, 12/13/2019. National Archives. Team 1 report.  
827 OCR, HTR, etc.  
828 Ibid. 
829 Ibid, Team 2 report 
830 Subject H, interview by Author, London, 25 May 2020 
831 Subject I, interview by Author, London, August 2019 
832 Potentially in a literal sense, as in one would be assigned a digital assistant, but also in the general sense of 
learning machines working on the project simultaneously  
833 Reed, Fraser, and Dougill, ‘An Adaptive Learning Process for Developing and Applying Sustainability Indicators 
with Local Communities’.412. 
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There are however still several factors that both limit the benefits of machine learning to institutions 

and their crowdsourcing projects and make it a threat to the sustainability of communities around those 

projects. Firstly, the technology does not perform to the standard that the ideal situation described by 

our team at the People and Machines workshop would require. While Transkribus is now commercially 

available, the company predicts that it is too expensive for and not compatible with the needs of the 

majority of GLAM institutions until 2025 and that the current users are “early adopters.”834 Secondly, 

this technology represents an additional cost for institutions, not a substitution for current costs. At a 

time when funding streams are already stretched through much of the GLAM sector, it is unlikely that 

many institutions could afford a subscription to a service such as Transkribus.835 In addition to the up-

front costs, it is also important to consider the other resources needed to train a machine learning 

model; most projects do not have the appropriately trained staff and volunteers to input the necessary 

data and maintain the training for such a model.836 Lastly, there remain doubts among volunteers about 

their future with machines. Subject H for example is not comfortable with using new technology and 

while they have extensive experience with typing related work (which made transcription attractive) 

they do not show any interest in learning to work with other technologies.837 Subject G has concerns 

that crowdsourcing has already arrived at a “saturation point” and that there is currently not enough 

transcribing work to meet the demands of volunteers. Adding AI transcription to the mix would cause 

Subject G to potentially leave GLAM crowdsourcing altogether.838 On a larger scale, Subject P is wary of 

machine learning and “algorithms in general” as a result of the Cambridge Analytica scandal. According 

to Subject P “greed and algorithms go hand in hand.”839 Whether it is costs, compatibility, or user 

discomfort the threat of machine learning to crowdsourcing sustainability remains a distant one for the 

next few years.  

8.3. Demographics 

A homogenous population of volunteers in terms of age, race, employment, and sex has a deleterious 

effect on the long-term sustainability of digital communities.840 As established in Chapter 4, the majority 

of participants in GLAM crowdsourcing projects are over the age of 55 years, white, retired, and while 

the disparity is much smaller in terms of sex, there are more participants that identify as male than 

female. This lack of diversity in the crowd threatens sustainability in several ways. Firstly, it creates a 

barrier for inclusivity which reinforces homogeneity, which ultimately limits the pool of volunteers from 

which to draw. This lack of inclusivity can have long term impacts on community sustainability because 

there are limits to how long these older white participants can physically continue to work in the 

community and a lack of new perspectives correlates to a diminished growth potential according to 

 
834 Christel Annemieke, interview by Author, London, 02 February 2020 
835 Mia Ridge, interview by Author, London, 14 February 2020  
836 Editor, Wilcox, Pip. 2019. Proceedings from People and Machines: Co-creating with Heritage Collections 
837 Subject H, interview by Author, London, 25 May 2020 
838 Subject G, Interview by Author, London, 02 June 2020 
839 Subject P, interview by Author, London, November 2019 
840 This concept is mentioned by Garmendia and Stagl, as well as Rodela and their research on the subject links 
back to this article: Anke Valentin and Joachim H Spangenberg, ‘A Guide to Community Sustainability Indicators’, 
Environmental Impact Assessment Review, Assessment Methodologies for Urban Infrastructure, 20, no. 3 (1 June 
2000): 381–92. 
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Wals and Rodela.841 Additionally, Peter and Swilling’s concepts of probabilistic adaptability and inclusive 

adaptability, require more diversity. Probabilistic adaptability, or the ability for stakeholders to create 

multiple scenarios for future adaptability, relies on a diversity of inputs to generate a more robust set of 

scenarios that cover a wide range of potential issues. Inclusive adaptability, or the increased 

participation across multiple stakeholders to design sustainable practices, similarly relies on the diversity 

of stakeholders in order to reach a level of perceived empowerment among non-institutional 

stakeholders that makes them feel invested in sustaining the community.842 Ultimately, this issue of a 

homogenous digital community is a threat to sustainability but one that can easily be remedied through 

more inclusive practices.   

A uniform group of people act as gatekeepers in a digital space to the wider public both actively and 

passively. The Office of the United Nations High Commissioner for Human Rights outlines that in places 

of employment, the implicit bias of the majority ethnic group decreases the likelihood for other ethnic 

minorities to be employed in the same workplace.843 Other reports from the UN confirm that other 

forms of passive discrimination apply to sex, and age as well. As evidenced by interview subjects’ 

insistence on the semi-professional nature of their involvement in crowdsourcing projects,844 there is a 

correlation between the digital community and a workplace. The recruitment process for the National 

Archives USA for example requires an applicant to apply, a short interview is conducted online, and they 

must undergo the same background checks that full-time employees must pass before starting work.845 

Tottenham House designs its training and development of volunteers to help them demonstrate to 

future potential employers that they have experience in a variety of necessary skills including ‘working in 

a professional environment.’846 When consulting for GLAM crowdsourcing projects, Rachel Happe 

promotes the idea that community managers should treat volunteers with the same expectations they 

have of professional employees.847 Additionally, Subject K848 and Subject I849 both refer to their GLAM 

volunteering  experience as part of the next step in their professional careers and represent a group of 

crowdsourcing volunteers that see these projects in the same light as an unpaid internship. This means 

the GLAM crowdsourcing space is vulnerable to the same biases outlined by the UN and explains why it 

is mostly white, male, and older aged850 which is out of sync with the broader volunteering trends in the 

UK.  According to the National Council for Voluntary Organisations 45% of volunteers in the UK are over 

 
841 Wals and Rodela, ‘Social Learning towards Sustainability’. 1. 
842Peter and Swilling, ‘Linking Complexity and Sustainability Theories’. 1606.   
843 ‘OHCHR | Special Issues’, accessed 25 February 2021, 
https://www.ohchr.org/EN/PublicationsResources/Pages/SpecialIssues.aspx; ‘OHCHR  Special Issues.Pdf’, accessed 
25 February 2021, https://www.ohchr.org/documents/publications/dimensionsracismen.pdf. P 62 
844 Mentioned by Subject A, Subject B, Subject E, Subject H, and Subject K.  
845 Judy Luis-Watson, interview by Author, London, 04 September 2018 
846 Joanna Yeung, Interview by Author, London, 03 September 2018   
847 Rachel Happe, interview by Author, London, 18 October 2019 
848 Subject K, Interview by Author, London, 05 June 2020 
849 Subject I, interview by Author, London, August 2019 
850 Again, referring to Chapter 4 where this was established based on interview and survey data as well as reports 
from Zoonverse, the Library of Congress, the National Archives, and the British Library.  

https://www.ohchr.org/EN/PublicationsResources/Pages/SpecialIssues.aspx
https://www.ohchr.org/documents/publications/dimensionsracismen.pdf
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65851 which differs from GLAM crowdsourcing where we have already established that these older 

retired adults are a majority of the population. Only in the field of sex is the GLAM crowdsourcing space 

comparable to national volunteering standards where there only a slight difference in participation 

between women and men which the report attributes to differences in typical working patterns.852 

When taken into context, GLAM crowdsourcing is only facing a minor threat in the form of 

demographics and it is not alone in the cause of this discrepancy in representation as the wider world is 

also grappling with addressing its own biases in recruitment practices.  

What is of particular concern to the relative lack of diversity in GLAM crowdsourcing is the endemic 

trend of post-colonial revisionism in the GLAM sector as a whole and that is creating justifiable concerns 

over sustainability for many crowdsourcing project managers. There is no shortage of scholarship on the 

issue of white, patriarchal, colonial narratives dominating the cultural heritage sector.853 This means that 

the implicit bias of GLAM workers, however anathema to the personal preference of the individual, 

skews the materials and expertise towards a white cultural narrative. In addition, the limited resources 

available to crowdsourcing project managers has led them to advertise for volunteers amongst the 

groups most interested in white cultural heritage projects. What is has created for platform managers 

like Sam Blickhan at Zooniverse is an assumption that the majority of cultural heritage crowdsource 

participants will be older white adults.854 This impacts decisions such as where to advertise the platform, 

which tends to be featured in news publications that are either cultural heritage specific, or themselves 

have older white audiences such as NPR, BBC 1, The Sunday Times, etc.855  

Similarly, the From the Page platform recruits largely projects that feature white subjects such as “The 

State of Utah vs Joe Hill,” “The Papers of Julian Bond,” or “Deciphering Dickens.” Reviewing From the 

Page’s list of ongoing and finished projects show that there are only two projects which are not white-

centric (“Frederick Douglass Digital Edition” and “Mulaika”).856 The British Library similarly describes 

their average user as likely being white, female, educated to a university level and “Have a reasonable 

amount of free time because they're not working full time, or they're retired.”857 In addition to race and 

economic limitations in demographics, there is also the key luxury of free time brought up by Ridge that 

has a significant impact on inclusivity. There results a perception for project managers that there is a 

limited number of volunteers available for crowdsourcing at the same time that the number of 

crowdsourcing projects is increasing significantly.858 There is a potential future where institutions 

struggle against one another to attract the attention of this small pool of older white adults willing to 

 
851 ‘Time Well Spent A National Survey on the Volunteer Experience’, NCVO, accessed 18 April 2022, 
https://www.ncvo.org.uk/images/documents/policy_and_research/volunteering/Volunteer-experience_Full-
Report.pdf 
852 ibid 
853 See Erikson, ‘A-Whaling We Will Go’. For an accessible primer on the topic. Also, Bolter, ‘Remediation: 
Understanding New Media’ for the relevance to digital media as well.  
854 Samantha Blickhan, interview by Author, London, 05 March2020 
855 ibid 
856 ‘FromThePage’, accessed 25 February 2021, https://fromthepage.com/findaproject. 
857 Mia Ridge, interview by Author, London, 14 February 2020 
858 Mia Ridge, interview by Author, London, 14 February 2020  
Caitlin Peck, interview by Author, Stowmarket UK, October 2017 
Lauren Vargas, interview by Author, London, 15 November 2019 

https://fromthepage.com/findaproject
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participate. While the solutions to the demographic issue are not simple, the real threat to digital 

community sustainability is the narrow perception of who is a potential volunteer while ignoring a 

potential crowd of people who already demonstrate a willingness to volunteer in general and may suit 

the GLAM sector well.  

This issue of demographics is much older and more deeply rooted in the cultural heritage sector than 

crowdsourcing alone indicates. One solution is for crowdsourcing projects to do more to represent the 

interests of those volunteers that do not fit the current dominant paradigm. The UK’s Community Life 

Survey 2019/2020 reveals that Black residents in the UK are about as likely as White residents (1% 

difference) to participate in volunteering.859 That would mean that the proportional representation of 

Black and white people in volunteer groups in the UK should reflect the national or local demographics 

as well given the similar levels of participation. It is encouraging then to see that in GLAM 

crowdsourcing’s close relative, citizen science, there is clear data to show that BAME representation is 

higher than national demographics. While Black residents are 3.3% of the population according to the 

UK census data, they represent 4.5% of citizen science volunteers.860 This data was in part drawn from 

the Zooniverse platform’s citizen science projects and while there is not a comprehensive look at racial 

demographics in GLAM this trend is still encouraging. While the threat of demographic stagnation could 

reduce recruitment and ultimately prevent the kind of growth that is necessary for resilience and 

sustainability, a trend towards greater diversity in race indicates that perhaps this threat is already being 

addressed.  

8.4. Digitization Bottleneck  

The issue of digitization is difficult to solve without dramatically increasing resources dedicated to. The 

ability for crowds to accomplish large scale tasks in relatively short periods of time can create a 

bottleneck of digitized assets which institutions are not always able to overcome. The issue surrounding 

user interfaces concerns institutions that have older systems with maintenance issues or that insist on 

maintaining control over the creation of systems used in crowdsourcing projects. The inflexibility of 

these bespoke systems makes it very difficult to keep up with community demands for new types of 

work or roles in the community. These issues are found in the GLAM sector beyond crowdsourcing, but 

their effect here is to produce communities that are not adaptable, not inclusive, and unable to remain 

engaged in the long term.  

Digitization efforts in the GLAM sector in Europe have increased in frequency and volume during the 

2010s861 but the pace of production does not match the capabilities of the crowd. As of 2019, 

approximately two in three heritage institutions in the European Union have invested in the digitization 

of their heritage records and artifacts.862 The largest collection of digitized assets in the UK is with The 

 
859 ‘Volunteering’, accessed 25 February 2021, https://www.ethnicity-facts-figures.service.gov.uk/culture-and-
community/civic-participation/volunteering/latest. 
860 Rachel Pateman, Alison Dyke, and Sarah West, ‘The Diversity of Participants in Environmental Citizen Science’, 
Citizen Science: Theory and Practice 6, no. 1 (19 March 2021): 9, https://doi.org/10.5334/cstp.369. 
861 Anonymous, ‘European Commission Report on Cultural Heritage: Digitisation, Online Accessibility and Digital 
Preservation’, Text, Shaping Europe’s digital future - European Commission, 12 June 2019, 
https://ec.europa.eu/digital-single-market/en/news/european-commission-report-cultural-heritage-digitisation-
online-accessibility-and-digital. 
862 Ibid 

https://www.ethnicity-facts-figures.service.gov.uk/culture-and-community/civic-participation/volunteering/latest
https://www.ethnicity-facts-figures.service.gov.uk/culture-and-community/civic-participation/volunteering/latest
https://doi.org/10.5334/cstp.369
https://ec.europa.eu/digital-single-market/en/news/european-commission-report-cultural-heritage-digitisation-online-accessibility-and-digital
https://ec.europa.eu/digital-single-market/en/news/european-commission-report-cultural-heritage-digitisation-online-accessibility-and-digital
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National Archives, which has digitized 80 million documents between 2000 and 2020.863 This number 

represents a small fraction of the total holdings of the National Archives, and the majority of the work is 

performed by a mix of digitization technicians employed by the institution and outsourced projects with 

various vendors.864 The expected rate of digitization depends mostly on factors such as the budget for 

(and thus number of) technicians and the rate at which a single technician can digitize assets, although 

some assets – depending on their size, condition, or composition – will be digitized at different rates.865  

For comparison, crowdsourcing projects that use these kinds of digital assets for things such as 

transcription, tagging, or meta data entry can move at varying paces. The Alabama State Archives 

project, Alabama History DIY, made use of approximately eighty volunteers in 2017 to process 100,000 

records related to World War I.866 The project had been budgeted and planned to operate for six to 

eight months from the middle of 2017 to early 2018. However, those eighty volunteers completed the 

project in six weeks, not six months.867 That translates to ~200 documents processed by each volunteer 

for each week of the project, which ended up costing between 25-33% of the allocated budget. The 

following year, a group of just twenty-four volunteers, largely returning from the World War I project, 

completed another transcription project of 79,000 records in a similar timescale.868 The second group 

was around 70% smaller, but due to the lack of need to train these volunteers, they managed to keep up 

a similar pace. Project manager Meredith McDonough was surprised by the pace of both groups and 

during the initial lockdown of COVID-19 there was a concern that they would be unable to upload 

enough digitized content for volunteers to work with.869 Similar issues keeping up digitization of assets 

to meet the needs of the crowd were expressed by the Tate Britain who added new technicians in 2018 

to increase the pace of digitizing assets to meet this demand.870  

The digitization efforts of cultural heritage institutions require significant increases in their resources in 

order to scale upwards which is particularly challenging for small institutions such as the Museum of 

East Anglian Life who cannot afford to hire more technicians to digitize assets. This was a concern for 

project manager Caitlin Peck who worried that without significant investment in the physical museum 

they would not be able to continue to expand the crowdsourcing aspects of her work.871 At the National 

Rail Museum, volunteer coordinator Subject F said that they limit the amount of material sent to 

individual volunteers based on supply and spend a significant amount of their time trying to manage 

workflow so that there is always some material for volunteers to work with because they are not able or 

 
863 The National Archives, ‘The National Archives - Homepage’, text, The National Archives (blog) (The National 
Archives), accessed 26 February 2021, http://www.nationalarchives.gov.uk/about/our-
role/transparency/digitisation-and-digital-archives/. 
864 Ibid 
865 A single sheet of paper can be digitized in the time it takes for a desktop scanner to do its job but an artifact 
that is three-dimensional could take minutes to capture and require hands on maneuvering of camera and object 
to get a viable digital representation.  
866 ‘HOME’, historydiy, accessed 26 February 2021, https://www.alabamahistorydiy.org. 
867 Georgia Hudson interview by Author, London, 10 May 2018 
868 ‘HOME’, historydiy, accessed 26 February 2021, https://www.alabamahistorydiy.org. 
869 McDonough, Meredith. ‘RE: Community Sustainability in DH’. Email, sent 28 May 2020  
870 Adrian Glew, interview by Author, London, 01 May 2019 
871 Caitlin Peck, interview by Author, Stowmarket UK, October 2017 

http://www.nationalarchives.gov.uk/about/our-role/transparency/digitisation-and-digital-archives/
http://www.nationalarchives.gov.uk/about/our-role/transparency/digitisation-and-digital-archives/
https://www.alabamahistorydiy.org/
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willing to ration work otherwise.872 This makes the difference in the pace of digitization and 

crowdsourcing work partially resource based but also a natural part of the differences between the two 

types of work. Digitizing an asset requires accessing the materials, scanning, quality assurance, as well as 

uploading and organizing the finished product. Crowdsourcing work, such as transcription and tagging 

tend to have only one or two steps in the process and when that is carried out by dozens or hundreds of 

individuals the pace of work will naturally be faster.  

This bottleneck is a threat because if there is no work to be done, there is no reason for volunteers to 

stay part of any given community. An inability to keep up with the crowd in terms of providing adequate 

material for them to work with causes an interruption which reduces communication between 

institution and community. During the period of the Covid-19 pandemic from March to August 2020, 

many institutions had to stop digitizing assets in order to conform to the rules on social distancing. 

However, the pace of volunteers working on crowdsourcing projects increased in that same time period, 

which put a strain on the supply of materials available for these projects either due to a lack of digitized 

material in general at an institution or complications clearing the use of already digitized assets for 

crowdsourcing.873 At Tate Britain for example, they simply put a halt to the digital projects until the 

workflow issue could be resolved.874 The Lancashire archives experienced something similar reporting, 

“Unfortunately, our emphasis has had to be on keeping staff busy at home rather than maintaining 

distance volunteering or setting up our previously on-site volunteers with something to do at home. The 

latter have simply been laid off for the time being.”875 For those that did not shut down there were 

other issues such as at the British Library where they reported, “It's definitely created challenges in 

terms of keeping material flowing into the system so people have something to work on, and the 

sudden surge in interest from people interested in starting projects has been very welcome but also 

time-consuming.”876  

The issue that all three of the above have is a fear that disruption in the availability of resources and the 

frequency of contact between managers and volunteers will cause many volunteers to never return. 

Some data available on the return rate of volunteers comes via From The Page, who studied the impact 

of month long disruptions and found that anywhere between 25-50% of volunteers did not return to the 

project due to said disruptions.877 Similarly, the HHARP group saw half of its volunteers not return to the 

project after funding was ended and before Kingston University agreed to host the project, a period 

lasting three months.878 Volunteers like Subject B think there are a large number of potential projects to 

work on and they expressed that interruptions like this would only cause them to leave a project and 

find work on another interesting topic.879 Subject A and Subject H also stated they would be willing to 

move on to another project if the availability of work suddenly stopped.880 Further research into the 

 
872 Subject F, interview by Author, London, 20 April 2020 
873 Brumfield, Ben. ‘COVID19 Success’. Email, sent 20 May 2020  
874 Glew, Adrian. ‘RE: We met on Friday- crowdsourcing’. Email, sent 26 May 2020 
875 Tilsley, David. ‘RE: (2019/0439) Interview Request’. Email, sent 27 May 2020 
876 Ridge, Mia. ‘RE: Share Survey’. Email, sent 28 May 2020 
877 Ben Brumfield, interview by Author, London, 17 April 2018 
878 Andrea Tanner, interview by Author, London, November 2016 
879 Subject B, Interview by Author, London, 20 February 2020 
880 Subject A, interview by author London, 9 January 2020 
Subject H, interview by Author, London, 25 May 2020 
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long term impacts of COVID-19 on volunteer retention will have to be conducted in the future when 

there is more perspective on the whole of the pandemic. However, the initial lockdowns seemed to 

have demonstrated the threat of a bottleneck on digitized assets for some projects and elevated the 

concern regarding that threat in others.  

8.5. Conclusion  

While there is a great value in analyzing the factors that make crowdsourcing communities more 

sustainable, these threats are also crucial in order to help prevent sometimes sudden collapses to the 

system. What these threats generally represent are issues that can cause a break down in 

communication between institutions and their communities while also creating fewer opportunities for 

the identity of the community to form. Often these threats disrupt the ability to coherently form shared 

goals between stake holders which creates more opportunities for conflict.  

One of the most dangerous aspects of many of these threats is the invisible, often gradual nature in 

which they develop. It is extremely difficult for individuals to overcome their own personal biases or to 

make significant changes to operations which they have grown accustomed to. The shifts in terms of 

demographics and workflow traditions are difficult to make because they have kept the system 

seemingly functional up to this point in time. Their incompatibility with the long term sustainability of 

digital communities goes unnoticed because the models which many cultural heritage workers have 

experience of are not digital in nature and therefore work better with those traditions and groups. An 

example in short; there are not many people of colour near rural museums in the United Kingdom 

therefore the majority of physical volunteers will be white by default which is not necessarily how things 

work online. Similarly, the threat of machine learning is rooted in an obliviousness to the spectrum of 

value that digital communities bring. The shift towards crowdsourcing for many institutions was an 

attempt to leverage the latest technology to make large scale projects more manageable. The same 

thinking therefore persists when moving to AI based projects because it seems like the next step in the 

process of utilizing the latest technology. Those who have daily contact with these communities are 

wary of such a transition because they see the more personal, cultural, and creative impacts these 

communities have. However, due to this perspective many of the machine learning detractors find it 

difficult to see the potential benefits of including learning machines in the process. The inability to see 

the threats posed to community sustainability means that finding a balance between change and 

maintenance impossible without proper communication and collaboration. Moving too slow to make 

changes risks stagnation while rushing to change things creates alienation. An inability to balance that 

pace makes sustainability nearly impossible.  

What is beyond the scope of this research to prescribe but is necessary to address are the systemic 

issues regarding resources and personnel that make many of these threats a likelihood rather than a 

possibility. The lack of funding for crowdsourcing projects is an issue for a wide range of cultural 

heritage projects both physical and digital. In the UK, the heritage sector has a 20 billion pound value to 

GDP881 and the public investment in the sector is approximately 1.07 billion pounds.882 That disparity in 

 
881 ‘Economic Impact of UK Heritage Tourism Economy, August 2016 | The National Lottery Heritage Fund’, 
accessed 8 March 2021, https://www.heritagefund.org.uk/publications/economic-impact-uk-heritage-tourism-
economy. 
882 Main Estimates Memorandum (2019-20) for Department for Digital, Culture, Media and Sport 

https://www.heritagefund.org.uk/publications/economic-impact-uk-heritage-tourism-economy
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value versus funding helps to demonstrate that the cultural heritage sector as a whole suffers from 

resource issues despite its accepted value. Meanwhile, in terms of volunteer demographics the legacy of 

colonialism in the heritage sector means that those limited resources have traditionally been dedicated 

to histories of white, middle and upper class Europeans and the world view which supports their 

supreme importance. That holds true even if millions of those same white, middle class individuals live 

in too remote of a part of the UK for a telecommunications company to make a profit out of serving 

them high speed internet access. Many of these threats cannot be simply fixed with an informed 

member of staff or a well meaning group of activist volunteers. They require large scale shifts in cultural 

norms, and daily work on the part of countless individuals in a collaborative effort towards change. The 

relevance however of crowdsourcing communities to that effort is quite obvious. A collective action on 

the part of digital communities to recognize and confront these threats to the best of their ability is part 

of the necessary steps towards mitigating threats which not only disrupt the sustainability of these 

communities but also the potential contributions of the heritage sector at large.  
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Chapter 9: 

Co-production  

The sustainability of digital communities in the GLAM sector is tied to the community’s ability to grow 

through the variety of digital projects that can be created. Since 2010, when the participants on the Old 

Weather crowdsourcing project expanded the scope of the project to include more heritage data rather 

than purely scientific data, the future of the crowd has been re-evaluated. As Dunn & Hedges note in 

their chapter on the future of crowds, there is no known limit to the capacity of crowd communities to 

change or expand the bounds of cultural heritage and citizen science projects.883 Similarly, 

crowdsourcing project managers report that the very existence of communities on crowdsourcing 

projects has changed the focus of such projects from leveraging labor to meet project research goals 

into raising questions about what dedicated volunteers can do with the right tools and resources.884 This 

is all part of an expansion of volunteering in the GLAM sector in general,885 which is part of public 

initiatives in the UK to connect to the public through direct participation rather than more passive 

observations typical of GLAM institutions. All of this ties into the question of sustainability because this 

potential future of more engagement with volunteers from the public is what generates enthusiasm for 

continued and growing participation in crowdsourcing. Meanwhile, the prominent examples of 

something new in the future of crowdsourcing come from those institutions and communities that have 

worked to build a sustainable system. It stands to reason that a long-lasting and growing community is 

better positioned to create something new than a short-lived or frequently shifting group of distance 

volunteers.  

This potential for growth relies on the balance of power dynamics within the relationships between 

institutions and volunteers. This can best be understood through the lens of Garmendia and Stagl’s 

concept of power distribution through Social Learning theory. When participants lack a sense of 

empowerment, they lose interest in the learning process and disconnect from community goals and 

values.886 Crowdsourcing in many ways creates a well-balanced power dynamic because it is inherently a 

collaborative process. Institutions play the role of project creator and educator while community 

members play the role of contributor and learner. As each does its job, the other grows and changes 

organically in a way that contributes to sustainability. The collaborative process as described does not 

however consider the shifting nature of goals and values that are a product of the iterative adaptive 

cycle. Each phase of the adaptive cycle challenges the power balance, and each iteration of the cycle 

renews the set of agreed goals between stakeholders. In this way, crowdsourcing also represents the 

potential for new and dynamic relationships between stakeholders. This sustainable community of 

shared power is also a community which gives rise to the inclusion of new ideas. In a system where all of 

the power is centralized in the institutional infrastructure, only the ideas that would naturally occur to 

 
883 Dunn & Hedges 
884 Mia Ridge, interview by Author, London, 14 February 2020 
885 According to a 2019 UK government survey, volunteering was up to 5.5% of the population in 2018/2019 an 
increase of .4% compared to five years earlier  
‘Taking Part Survey’, GOV.UK, accessed 14 May 2022, https://www.gov.uk/guidance/taking-part-survey. 
886 Garmendia and Stagl, ‘Public Participation for Sustainability and Social Learning’. 
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institutional stakeholders in that system will be given consideration which is not a balanced approach. In 

a system which meets the standards of sustainability outlined by Garmendia and Stagl, institutional 

ideas and community ideas are given equal consideration. Given the diversity of backgrounds and 

abilities of volunteers versus the more standardized expectations of professionals the opportunity for 

new ideas is inherent with a more sustainable power balance.  

How that power balance exists in the real world largely comes in one of three forms: collaboration, co-

production, and co-evolution. For each, it will first be necessary to establish what is meant by the terms 

and how they are differentiated from one another. While a straightforward definition rooted in the 

literature is helpful, the main elements of all three will be delineated by examining examples drawn 

from the projects researched for this study. This will happen in two ways. First will be to identify 

projects that have changed their initial goals because of either collaboration, co-production or co-

evolution to see what impacts this has had on their output and their sustainability. Second, a look into 

those volunteers and interview subjects who advocate for new power dynamics will reveal potential 

shifts that can be made in the crowdsourcing space. This will demonstrate the value of co-production 

and co-evolution to the sustainability of communities as well as how community sustainability creates 

new opportunities for both changes. Additionally, it will be important to highlight the limitations of the 

types of collaboration which have been dominant in the crowdsourcing space. Lastly, a look at some of 

the shortcomings of collaboration and co-production will help to evaluate communities’ sustainability by 

testing the limits of pace, development, and scope. Finding the boundaries where either co-production 

or co-evolution cease to contribute to community sustainability will both help to understand better 

what makes a community sustainable as well as provide a clearer vision of what value these sustainable 

communities can have to the cultural heritage sector.  

9.1 Collaboration  

For the most part, the current state of crowdsourcing in the cultural heritage sector can be understood 

as a collaboration between institutions and volunteers. The typical crowdsourcing project is one 

designed by a representative of an institution or an interested group with a specific final product already 

envisioned. A call for volunteers is sent out by or on behalf of this project and a community of 

volunteers forms as a response to this call. This community provides the necessary work to meet the 

project’s main objectives, and along the way improves the training process, user interface, or 

outreach/engagement methods of the institution that initiated the project. This is a process of 

collaboration in that the two major stakeholder groups involved – institution & community – work 

together towards the goals established by the project creator. The project creator thus (in successful 

cases) meets these goals and tends to fulfill the basic goals of the community through recognition of 

their work as well as training in new skills, and other benefits that fit the needs of the group as a whole. 

The two stakeholder groups work together, but they do not work equitably. The crowd has no influence 

on the structure, outcome, or resources of the project. At the same time, the institution has little to no 

influence on the pace and general quality of the work being done by individuals. Power is not evenly 

distributed and, critically, the outputs of the project are skewed heavily to benefit the institution while 

the crowd benefits mostly from the value they place as individuals on the work they do.  

For many of the projects included in this study, this collaborative style has done well to make the case 

for crowdsourcing as a benefit to institutions seeking to work on large-scale projects, but the benefits 
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provided for volunteers have mostly been a lower priority than those benefits enjoyed by the 

institution. 

Some examples from this study of collaborative projects include the British Library’s Spotlight project, 

the Library of Congress’ By the People project, and the US National Archives ‘Citizen Archivist’ program. 

For the Spotlight project, the design of the project goals, the interface, recruitment, and training of 

volunteers as well as the outreach particularly through social media is all managed by project manager 

Mia Ridge.887 Volunteers on the project report that their input on how to improve the interface and 

workflow is received and implemented by Ridge888 and that they feel free to operate with 

independence.889 The main benefit for volunteers is the opportunity to participate in a large project that 

is valuable for researchers and the skills they acquire along the way but they are not offered any 

opportunities to shape the direction of the project or change how the work is carried out beyond those 

small efficiencies they offer to Ridge.890 Similarly, the By the People project has been designed and 

tested by a team of managers at the Library of Congress and is intended in part to receive feedback from 

volunteers on how to best engage the public.891 Recent surveys confirm that as of 2021 By the People 

continues to survey its participants for input on improving the project.892 However, this is limited to an 

advisory capacity and volunteers are not given voting power or any direct method with which to 

influence aspects of the project.893 For the US National Archives, the ‘Citizen Archivist’ program is more 

direct than these other institutions because in part it is meant to help provide practical field experience 

for future professional archivists.894 While the volunteers themselves have little say in the structure and 

execution of the program, the future archivists who train in this program will be able to leverage their 

firsthand experience to make the project more efficient.895 In this way, the project is collaborative in the 

long run and has the potential to be more so if those future archivists believe that including the voices of 

the volunteers would have been more valuable when they were volunteers. In all of these examples, the 

institution is firmly in control of all aspects of the project, but they do include the input of volunteers to 

make improvements to the system as a whole.  

It is essential to distinguish collaboration as a pattern of crowdsourcing because it is inherently a less 

sustainable system than the others discussed in this chapter. Collaborative projects work very well for 

many crowdsourcing projects that have a single specific goal in mind and benefit from the simplicity 

involved. However, there is no momentum to collaborative projects in part because only one 

stakeholder is responsible for setting project goals. Both Garmendia and Price point to a shared goal- 

setting mentality as essential to community sustainability. For Garmendia, the issue is that a lack of 

control over community goals disconnects individuals from the learning process and makes engagement 

 
887 Mia Ridge, interview by Author, London, 14 February 2020 
888 Subject B, Interview by Author, London, 20 February 2020 
889 Subject A, interview by author London, 9 January 2020 
890 Christian Algar, interview by Author, London, 14 February 2020 
891 Victoria Van Hyning, interview by Author, London, 29 October 2019 
892 Carlyn Osborn, ‘“By the People” Turns 3: A Year in Review | The Signal’, webpage, 18 November 2021, 
//blogs.loc.gov/thesignal/2021/11/by-the-people-turns-3/. 
893 Victoria Van Hyning, interview by Author, London, 29 October 2019 
894 Suzanne Isaacs, interview by Author, London, 29 August 2018 
895 Judy Luis-Watson, interview by Author, London, 04 September 2018 
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with tasks less and less likely as the community iterates through the adaptive cycle.896 Additionally, a 

lack of say in project goals hinders communication between stakeholders because volunteers feel less 

likely to be heard when their goals are dictated to them.  Price notes that this increases the likelihood of 

conflict between stakeholders as communication systems break down.897 The unequal distribution of 

benefits also contributes to a lack of sustainability, especially considering that volunteers on a project 

following this collaborative pattern are responsible for assigning their own sense of benefit; they have to 

value the work being done in and of itself because the institution does not have a way to provide more 

benefits without shifting the power dynamic.898 The three survey participants who reported that they 

had asked for additional compensation represent the difficulty that people have finding benefits on 

these projects when they are not explicitly asked to be involved in determining the benefits. Most 

survey respondents (36/55) specifically asked for more input or creative control in the future.899 

Identifying the elements that a collaborative project lacks therefore helps to understand better the 

aspects of projects essential for sustainable communities. The even distribution of power relies, in part, 

on the explicit sharing of the production process. The involvement of the crowd itself in determining 

outcomes, structures, and use of resources is part of the process of building a sustainable community. 

The impact of the lack of this kind of inclusivity can be seen in the numerous projects on platforms such 

as Zooniverse which have ceased activity.900 Whether by choice or not, the projects that most resemble 

this collaborative pattern did not offer a continuity of service for members of the crowd, leaving 

volunteers to fulfill their interests at their own discretion. That is not a sustainable community; that is a 

crowd with a fixed expiration date. While collaborative projects can change in many ways to become 

sustainable communities, that process requires them to become co-productive or to evolve in some 

meaningful way.  

9.2 Co-production 

A co-productive digital community is one in which the majority of community stakeholders have a say in 

the direction of a project or in how the community itself will engage with an institution(s). This co-

productive capacity within a digital community can be best understood as a more direct version of the 

input that collaborative projects expect from volunteers. This is a straightforward representation of the 

idea of giving the community a say in the projects they work on. Taking input from the community into 

consideration before executing a project or making changes to an existing project elevates the role of 

the community beyond just collaborating and into co-production. It is also possible to take input one 

step further and grant authority to the digital community over some or all aspects of a project’s 

direction. Whereas granting the community input may still keep ultimate control of a project in the 

hands of the institution, a move towards de-centralizing control opens up opportunities for new ideas 

while abandoning the safety of central authority. In many ways this is similar to the shared community 

management aspects discussed in section 3 of Chapter 2 but goes beyond just the management of 

community members into other aspects of project management. This idea was discussed in Chapter 2 as 

 
896 Garmendia and Stagl, ‘Public Participation for Sustainability and Social Learning’. 
897 Price et al., ‘Integration of Resilience and Sustainability’. 
898 Peter and Swilling, ‘Linking Complexity and Sustainability Theories’. 
899 In appendix B we can see it shows all the people who wanted more from their time given to crowdsourcing 
projects  
900 Samantha Blickhan, interview by Author, London, 05 March 2020 
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having significant benefits for individual goal setting, but its relevance to co-production is distinct. Co-

production balances control and power by limiting the number of stakeholders with direct influence on 

the project and thus mitigating the risk of a tyranny of the majority. 

Input from community members can take many forms, but one of the ways in which it has presented 

itself in sustainable communities is with regards to the management of resources for projects. One 

example of successfully utilizing volunteer input is with the crowdfunding of projects. When the 

Northeast Document Conservation Center (NeDCC) in the US agrees to help digital GLAM projects 

crowdfund their resources, they always advise those projects to consult with any existing volunteers or 

the wider membership of their community about the scope of those crowdfunding campaigns.901 The 

projects which have met their funding goals in a timely manner are most often the ones that asked their 

non-professional community want they wanted from a digital project in terms of the size and output.902 

Similarly, the Lancashire Archives goes first to the Friends of the Lancashire Archives, a volunteer 

community led group, to request funding opportunities for their various project needs.903 Many of those 

same volunteers that oversee the distribution of funding resources are themselves volunteers on the 

projects that are going to be funded. The first step towards making a successful funding application 

therefore to ask the volunteers what they think would be most valuable for the institution and its 

projects.904 Between these two examples, dozens of projects that may have otherwise gone unfinished 

have been fully funded and attracted the volunteer contributions of the people who were involved in 

the crowdfunding. Julie Martin from the NeDCC argues that those participants who donate feel a sense 

of belonging to the projects they fund and that they feel it is important to contribute their time as well 

to ensure the project is completed.905  

This sense of belonging and dedication to a project fits the Social Learning theory’s model of self-

actualization and the relationship belonging has to sustainability. Garmendia notes specifically that it is a 

natural part of the community ecosystem that individuals begin to perceive themselves as part of a 

whole, and that case studies where this process had developed significantly showed a natural inclination 

towards changing institutional processes.906 Ccrowdsourcing projects which have been around prior to 

2012907 reflect this perception, for example the HHARP group which maintained their community as it 

shifted from one institution (St. Ormond St Hospital) to another (Kingston University) and eventually 

became independent of any institution.908 It can be argued then that the project and the community are 

not separate entities but rather that they are entwined and in fact represent one whole entity. Similarly, 

the participants on Search for the Stars see the project as similar to any local community project to 

which they are dedicated, because it improves their own town and standard of living.909 The Tottenham 

Hotspurs Foundation notes that a number of its volunteers that undergo training become long-term 

 
901 Julie Martin, interview by Author, London, 23 April 2020 
902 Ibid 
903 David Tilsley, interview by Author, London, 27 March, 2019 
904 Ibid 
905 Julie Martin, interview by Author, London, 23 April 2020 
906 Garmendia and Stagl, ‘Public Participation for Sustainability and Social Learning’. 
907 2012 marks the beginning of a large increase in popularity of the idea of crowdsourcing projects according to  
Kerri Wazny, “‘Crowdsourcing’ Ten Years in: A Review,” Journal of Global Health 7, no. 2 (n.d.): 020602. 
908 Andrea Tanner, interview by Author, London, November 2016  
909 Caitlin Peck, interview by Author, Stowmarket UK, October 2017 
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partners in the project and go on to train future participants in a professional capacity.910 In this way, the 

boundary between volunteers and professionals, digital community and institution blurs. The co-

productive capacity is rooted in the sense of belonging, as noted by Subject F, who foresees themself 

being involved in the National Rail Museum projects for as long as they are able, because they feel like 

part of the museum’s staff despite not being a paid professional.911 This kind of belonging cannot come 

exclusively from an institutional directive but must be a cooperative endeavor. As Reed notes, in top-

down only systems, the institution will almost never consider these kinds of developments, not out of an 

unwillingness to support them, but simply because they have already laid out a plan and will be unlikely 

to take into consideration these other factors.912 

There is also evidence that a total denial of input from participants can put an abrupt end to 

crowdsourcing communities. The Rockefeller Archive in New York is a private archive managed by a 

charitable fund donated by John Rockefeller, the famous industrialist of the late 19th and early 20th 

centuries.913 As a private archive, it has no legal responsibility to make its records accessible to anyone 

other than whom it chooses to. Similarly, there is no mandate to make available to the public the assets 

that are digitized and the projects centered on those digitized assets. When the digital asset teams 

design a project, they are explicitly forbidden to take input or direction from anyone outside of the 

professional members of their organization.914 Attempts have been made to generate interest in 

volunteering amongst social media followers of the archive, but the organization has had more success 

simply paying professionals to carry out large volumes of digital work. They have found people 

interested in working on voluntary projects, but as discussions continue about the shape of the 

contributions they can make those interested parties lose said interest.915  

The importance of this co-productive input to volunteers is exemplified by their increasing demand for 

more ‘creative’ ways of contributing to crowdsourcing projects. As noted in Chapter 3 section 3, 60% of 

survey respondents were interested in more creative ways of participating, with project design and 

publication specifically referenced as examples. What it is critical to understand about co-production is 

that it is a situation which brings benefits to all stakeholders. Co-production does not require the 

entirety of a digital community to be asked for input or given co-directorship over a project. For many 

participants, the idea of doing more than the work they already do seems unnecessary or burdensome. 

Subject H is very content to transcribe documents, and when any particular project finishes they will 

search around for another one.916 Subject D does not believe volunteers have the authority to co-direct 

a project and feels better following the direction of institutions rather than being given control.917 The 

shared concern for both of these subjects, as well as some survey respondents, is that increased 

 
910 Joanna Yeung, Interview by Author, London, 03 September 2018 
911 Subject F, interview by Author, London, 20 April 2020 
912 Reed, Fraser, and Dougill, ‘An Adaptive Learning Process for Developing and Applying Sustainability Indicators 
with Local Communities’. 
913 ‘Overview’, Rockefeller Archive Center, accessed 25 March 2021, https://rockarch.org/about-us/overview/. 
914 Hillel Arnold, Bonnie Gordon, Hannah Sistrunk, interview by Author, London, 08 August 2019 
915 Ibid 
916 Subject H, interview by Author, London, 25 May 2020 
917 Subject D, interview by Author, London, 01 June 2020 
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responsibilities will translate to increased time commitment which is beyond their capacity or interest to 

give. 

9.3 Co-evolution  

A slightly more ambiguous concept than the previous two, this idea centers around shifts that alters the 

relationship between community and institution. Co-evolution is about the goals changing. The 

institution becomes a facilitator rather than a leader or in some cases the institution steps away entirely. 

Goal setting, strategy, and community management are placed in the hands of the 

crowd/community/volunteers and the institution provides resources rather than leadership and 

purpose. When the volunteers on the Old Weather project took the initiative to explore unrelated 

content while working on an existing citizen science project, they signaled to many researchers that the 

potential for co-production in crowdsourcing was much broader than had been previously understood. 

Additionally, this act of spontaneous curiosity implies a much more radical potential for crowdsourcing 

communities. Digital communities could have the structure and the momentum to become the driving 

force behind cultural heritage projects rather than collaborators or co-workers. In much the same way 

that collaborative projects keep control over every aspect of the project in the hands of the institution, 

co-evolved digital communities shift control into the hands of the community itself. This pattern could 

cover a wide range of possibilities, including situations where community volunteers and institutional 

professionals swap roles in a collaborative effort with volunteers setting the agenda and training 

professionals to do digital GLAM work they are unfamiliar with. Alternately, there are scenarios in which 

a digital community grows beyond the scope of what an institution can provide and becomes 

independent of any particular institution. Another type of co-evolution is one in which communities 

from across the digital GLAM sector work together to enhance skills, share ideas, and cooperate on 

projects together without the need for institutions to initiate such cross project engagement. Instead of 

institutional goals of networking the communities can work together to alter the relationship between 

them all collectively and the institutions who hold onto materials and other resources. Unlike a scenario 

such as a union where the goal of this banding together is increased bargaining power, united 

communities could end up providing a more valuable service to institutions that would not need to 

invest in training and management but could rather develop vendor like relationships with the larger 

group. In all three of these examples, there is a shift in goals for both institutional stakeholders and 

community stakeholders and the power structure is not only heterarchical but also decentralized 

entirely spread out among leaders and groups across a wide range.  

9.3.1 Community Before Institution 

One of the ways in which communities and GLAM institutions can co-evolve beyond the bounds of 

traditional constraints is with a community created project. This type of community-based approach 

starts in the community and only later partners with relevant institutions.918 In contrast to the 

collaborative and co-productive examples given above, the power dynamic is quite different because 

 
918 Alternately, in some examples communities become recognized cultural heritage institutions in themselves. 
such as the GLBT Museum and Archives in San Francisco which was formed in 1985 as a community outreach 
project but after 2011 received established recognition from the National Institute of Museum and Library services 
and receives both public funding as well as grant and donation funding for both their physical building and digital 
footprint.  More details here https://www.glbthistory.org/museum-about-visitor-info 
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the call for a project does not come from an institution. One of the most common occurrences of this 

type of co-evolved crowdsourcing community comes from groups that are often left out of the 

mainstream cultural heritage conversation. For the purposes of this study, the various physical and 

digital archives that have been created out of the narratives and objects of the Queer919 community 

provide insight into digital projects created without involvement from established institutions. Many 

Queer archives and museums are the product of small groups of individuals who identify as Queer and 

feel that their own stories are left out of the cultural heritage sector.920 The result is a sense that only 

through collective action can the story of Queer life be preserved. These archives are often born from 

the same people engaged with activist movements for Queer rights and representation and therefore 

see Queer archives as an extension of that activism.921 While the full impact of the AIDS epidemic in 

North America and Europe during the 1980s and ‘90s is not fully known on this movement, the loss of 

witnesses to Queer life likely influenced many of the film, audio, and written accounts that proliferate 

from that time period. In the 21st century, many of these community led projects have raised resources 

to digitize their assets and to develop methods for the collection of born-digital assets. Three such 

communities with varying levels of involvement with established institutions can help to understand 

how this background influences a co-evolved approach to crowdsourcing: The ArQuives, the Lesbian 

Herstory Archives, and The UK LGBT Archive Wiki.  

Unlike projects launched by pre-existing institutions, these Queer archives are not attempts at 

integrating crowdsourcing into an existing structure but are crowdsourcing initiatives from the 

beginning. Written into their acquisitions policy, the ArQuives demonstrates that it has always been a 

product of voluntary works gathered from the community both physically and digitally:  

The CLGA acquires the personal papers of LGBTQ+ individuals who have made significant 

contributions, but also of people who are not well known but whose material has unique and 

lasting evidential and historical value.922 

The emphasis is placed on the contributions of individuals while the materials produced by organizations 

are given secondary consideration. The collection, preservation, and digitization of those assets were 

carried out entirely by volunteers from 1973 to 2004, and by a team of four employees and one hundred 

and twenty volunteers since 2004.923 In a less traditional manner, the Lesbian Herstory archives has no 

full-time employee system and organizes itself as a “non-hierarchical collective” based entirely on the 

 
919 The author choses the term queer for two main reasons: Firstly, as a personal choice which reflects their own 
experiences as an openly queer person. Second, because the label ‘Queer’ is the titular term used in Queer Studies 
at various academic institutions. Those Queer Studies emphasize the outsider nature of many Queer narratives, 
and they are in line with the types of institutions discussed here where the very nature of the materials is ‘Queer’ 
both because of the content as it relates to sexuality and because of the approach to collecting and preserving 
these materials as existing outside of the institutional framework common to cultural heritage.  
920 Diana K. Wakimoto, Christine Bruce, and Helen Partridge, ‘Archivist as Activist: Lessons from Three Queer 
Community Archives in California’, Archival Science 13, no. 4 (1 December 2013): 293–316. 
921 Ibid 
922 ‘About Us’, The ArQuives, accessed 22 May 2021, https://usl448981qgr4gg2uhdp83f-wpengine.netdna-
ssl.com/wp-content/uploads/2020/08/A001_Acquisitions-Policy_V.01.pdf.  
923 ‘Volunteer’, The ArQuives, accessed 23 May 2021, https://arquives.ca/volunteer. 



176 
 
 

 

willing participation or financial contributions of its members.924 This is similar to experiences that 

Subject L has enjoyed where they say, “there's no manager you can do what the hell you like so long as 

the community is okay with it, you know it's like the community manages itself.”925 Even less centralized 

than that, the LGBT UK Archives Wiki, like most Wikis, was created by a group of volunteers and is open 

to the contributions of any persons interested in contributing material so long as it “[captures] the 

experiences of our time” for the UK’s Queer communities.926 This decentralized method of performing 

the work of archives is representative of the same spirit that motivates the many crowdsourcing 

projects found on Zooniverse or created by various cultural heritage institutions. The burden of 

preservation, exhibition, digitization and transcription is shared by members of the community through 

active volunteering. What binds them together is the shared sense of purpose, in line with the 

communities of engagement discussed earlier. Subject F also notes that when volunteers take the lead 

there is an additional benefit in the form of respect among peers:  

 You know if I'm very firm with someone about what they do it's one volunteer to another it's not 

an employed manager saying I require you to do something you know different or whatever, it's 

easier to lead when they know that you're doing the same job yourself when you're one of the 

team. 927 

By being created outside of the institutional system, they intrinsically demonstrate the sustainability 

metrics of a balanced power system and a heterarchical structure. 

The impact of these community created projects on existing institutionally-backed projects needs more 

research to fully understand, but a few case studies show similar leanings albeit in a less developed 

form. In 2008, the then historic house now museum known as the Amersham Museum in 

Buckinghamshire launched their ‘My Amersham’ project. The goal was to collect local stories, 

photographs and other ephemera to the house, which at the time was a volunteer-led project to turn 

the historic home into an exhibition space.928 Part of this project was to create a Wiki page that was 

entirely open to the public as a crowdsourcing space related to the area of Amersham and the historic 

house in particular.929 The full museum opened its doors in July 2017 after funding was raised to acquire 

the neighboring house, and it subsequently became a more established cultural heritage institution.930 

Now it is a National Lottery Fund backed museum with influence from the local council as to its 

programming and mission, but still the community of volunteering that built the institution remains at 

the center of its structure. The Friends of the Amersham Museum remain the main promotion and 

fundraising body of the organization931 and one hundred twenty volunteers continue to work at the 

 
924 ‘Our Herstory’, Lesbian Herstory Archives, accessed 22 May 2021, https://lesbianherstoryarchives.org/about/a-
brief-history/. 
925 Subject L, interview by Author, London, 27 June 2019 
926 ‘LGBT Archive’, accessed 22 May 2021, https://lgbthistoryuk.org/wiki/Main_Page. 
927 Subject F, interview by Author, London, 20 April 2020 
928 ‘Amersham Museum - My Amersham’, 26 September 2008, 
https://web.archive.org/web/20080926143002/http://www.amershammuseum.org/am_myamersham.html. 
929 ‘Amersham Museum Wiki / FrontPage’, accessed 26 May 2021, 
http://amershammuseum.pbworks.com/w/page/12607038/FrontPage. 
930 ‘Amersham Museum, Displays Local Stories in a Historic Building’, Amersham Museum, accessed 26 May 2021, 
https://amershammuseum.org/visit/amersham-museum/. 
931 Ibid 
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museum to provide their digital exhibitions, which cover a range of topics from personal stories of daily 

life to architectural drawings and records.932 The success of the museum is rooted in its community, 

even as it becomes part of a collective of Southern England museums backed by the Arts Council 

England and the Southeast Museum Development scheme. Their success in becoming a more 

permanent museum is due to that community activism that existed since at least 1991. Similarly, the 

pre-existing community spirit that created the Museums Sheffield and Sheffield Industrial Museums 

Trust has facilitated the success of their 2021 merger. According to the executive of Museums Sheffield, 

“There is strength in numbers and we will be able to pool a huge amount of talent, expertise and 

understanding of the city and the collections.”933 Subject F expressed a similar sentiment when 

discussing his work at the National Rail Museum. The sheer volume of volunteers working allows said 

volunteers to work directly with researchers and other interested parties taking the burden off of 

professional staff which Subject F regards as the most rewarding aspect of the work.934 Both Sheffield 

and the Railway Museum’s success is rooted in the sharing of community expertise and resources. As a 

path forward for new institutions and for the digital expansion of existing institutions, relying on existing 

community and activist-based organizations has a profound effect on their growth and sustainability.   

9.3.2 Post-Institutional Communities  

In addition to those communities that precede institutional involvement, another type of co-evolution 

scenario can be identified in those communities that outlast or outgrow their institutional relationships. 

The nature of the research done for this thesis – which focused on surveys and interviews with 

institutionally-connected communities – places limitations on how many examples could be examined to 

draw firm conclusions about this category. Any data gathered in these surveys and interviews about 

post-institutional communities was done so accidentally and may be considered potentially anecdotal.935 

That said, some lessons worth noting can be drawn from these examples. The case study with the most 

data is that of the SDC archives. While a relationship exists between the volunteer community around 

these archives and the school, there no longer exists a corresponding cultural heritage institution within 

the St Dunstan’s Educational Foundation structure. There is no formally-constituted archive, that is to 

say no project management, professional employees, or dedicated institutional budget for the purposes 

of expanding on the cultural heritage projects and assets that began as a crowdsourcing project in 

2017.936 The one contribution made by SDC is that they continue to provide a single room for the 

housing of physical records where records continue to be digitized. On the digital side, the SDC Digital 

Archives remain paid for in perpetuity because of the existing contract between the school, SDS 

 
932 Ibid. 
933 ‘Sheffield Museums Reveal Merger Plan’, Museums Association, accessed 26 May 2021, 
https://www.museumsassociation.org/museums-journal/news/2020/08/sheffield-museums-reveal-merger-plan/. 
934 Subject F, interview by Author, London, 20 April 2020 
935 The concept of post institutional communities was not considered during the designing of this study. However, 
there is potential in exploring this concept in more detail in future research to be discussed in more detail in the 
conclusion chapter.  
936 28411768, ‘The Notes - Summer 2020 - Official Journal of the Dunstonian Association’, Issuu, accessed 27 May 
2021, https://issuu.com/stdunstanscollege/docs/final_no_marks_the_notes_summer_2020. 
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Heritage,937 and the original project manager. All decisions about what gets digitized or how digital 

assets are utilized are now in the hands of the volunteers, many of whom also utilize social media, 

particularly Facebook, as a means to share and exhibit materials that are part of the digital archive.  

In some ways this represents a positive move towards a more sustainable process, but it also can be 

interpreted as destroying the very relationship that makes for sustainable digital communities in 

crowdsourcing. The shift towards a post-institutional relationship for the digital community represents a 

lot of the elements of sustainability identified in this study. The independent community has a more 

democratic and heterarchical approach, evidenced by the fact that the volunteers now jointly make 

decisions for St Dunstan’s archives.938 Communications between the archives and the communities they 

serve, notably the students and the alumni, are very open and multi-directional. The alumni newsletter 

includes a special section for the archives to explain its projects, and the volunteers continue to work 

with students on various projects in class.939 The number of volunteers has increased since their post-

institutional period began and they have executed the largest digital project in the archives’ history in 

terms of the number of images scanned and processed.940 However, the lever of control has been taken 

away from the institution that created this community in the first place. While St Dunstan’s does indeed 

maintain contact through its Development Officer and provides space for physical records, they choose 

to provide no input on projects nor on the digital aspects of the archive. The power balance that is 

essential to sustainability has been tipped, with the agreement of the institution, in favor of the group of 

volunteers willing to dedicate time and resources to this archive and its projects. It is too early as of this 

writing to fully gauge the impact that giving the community so much leverage will have on the 

sustainability of the community. In there is no motivation on the part of the institution to continue to 

support the community because they have no control over its projects, there is the possibility that they 

could remove the small support and communication they engage in currently. On the other hand, this 

may signal the beginning of a new community project that continues to grow and change for an 

unforeseen period of time, possibly even longer than the institution that started it. Time is the key 

factor in measuring the impact of this post-institutional community, but at this stage I will note the 

possible successes in terms of sustainability that this community has achieved, as well as the potential 

shortcomings that would need to be monitored to prevent a future community collapse.  

Outside of St Dunstan’s, some interview subjects have mentioned work relationships or projects which 

succeed either despite a lack of continued institutional support or thrive because of it. One of the 

reasons that the HHARP group can evidenced as a sustainable community is because they lost 

institutional support twice: once from the Great Ormond Street Hospital and the second from Kingston 

University.941 According to former project manager Andrea Tanner, they thought the whole project 

would be lost but the community itself worked together to find a webspace for it to remain active and 

 
937 SDS Heritage is a service offered to school alumni organizations where they house digitized assets and provide 
connectivity with various bespoke alumni social media platforms. Their digital archive platform was used to build 
the SDC archives.  
938 Subject M, interview by Author, London November 2019  
939 28411768, ‘The Notes - Summer 2020 - Official Journal of the Dunstonian Association’, Issuu, accessed 27 May 
2021, https://issuu.com/stdunstanscollege/docs/final_no_marks_the_notes_summer_2020. 
940 Ibid 
941 Cara Hirst, ‘HHARP: The Historical Hospital Admission Records Project – a Review’, Internet Archaeology, no. 47 
(12 April 2018). 
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they have come together to find funding for future work together.942 That sense of togetherness in the 

struggle to survive also informs where Subject A chooses to spend their time. While Subject A has left 

projects in the past because they did not like the management style of institutional staff, the one thing 

that has kept them working on a project despite that was their engagement with fellow community 

members and how they were able to solve problems together without institutional support.943 This 

indicates that in some cases the community managers are less important to sustained engagement than 

the opportunity for volunteers to work together. In one case, those volunteers not only worked together 

on one project’s problems, after gaining experience as crowdsourcing volunteers they have gone on to 

start their own independent project. Subject K has led an initiative among his astrophysics heritage 

crowdsourcing peers to start a new project working to digitize and catalog grave data from a local 

cemetery he is familiar with.944 The cemetery did not initiate this project, but they do greatly appreciate 

the work being done. Subject K claims that the skills gained during their time crowdsourcing made it 

seem a simple and straightforward process to recruit volunteers from one project and build their own.945 

The intent is for this project to inform their postgraduate research as well but it receives no funding 

from any outside body and is purely volunteer managed. In this way, Subject K’s new community is post-

institutional rather than pre-institutional because it is built upon the skills and training acquired from 

another project. In this way, the community is sustainable even if the initial astrophysics project comes 

to an end. 

9.3.3 Meta-Communities  

Other than communities creating projects or outliving institutional relationships is the idea of the 

collective leadership of the community taking charge of the relationship between volunteers and 

institutions. These groups are ‘meta-communities’ because they maintain institutional relationships 

unlike post-institutional communities, but there is no loyalty to a single institution and that relationship 

is one in which the community directs goals and actions while the institution serves more as a resource. 

In a sense, this is a reverse of the crowd as a labor resource concept introduced in the literature review 

as an ethical concern. However, there are some nuances that prevent institutions from merely serving 

as digital repositories for community needs. Meta-communities contrast with the section 1 idea of 

individual volunteers taking on leadership roles and focuses instead on examples of communities taking 

the lead collectively on things such as: training, fundraising, communication, and cross-institutional 

support. By cross-institutional support, this means the sharing of resources between institutions and 

projects in terms of digital assets to work with as well as time and expertise from staff.  

Cross-institutional support through the means of Wikis has demonstrated the potential for community-

led efforts to benefit all stakeholders while shifting the relationship dynamics between them. A project 

launched in 2018 to leverage Wikidata and Wikipedian expertise to address the lack of representation of 

women in the science collections at the Biodiversity Heritage Library and Stuttgart Database of Scientific 

Illustrators shows this potential. The factor identified at both institutions as the cause of this absence 

was the threshold of notability, based on investigations carried out by community leadership drawn 

 
942 Andrea Tanner, interview by Author, London, November 2016 
943 Subject A, interview by author London, 9 January 2020 
944 Subject K, Interview by Author, London, 05 June 2020 
945 ibid 
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from women in the Wikimedia Commons.946 In an interview, one member of this community noted that 

women have frequently been prevented from having their authorship recognized or even their position 

as principle investigator recognized throughout history.947 This makes finding their works or giving 

recognition for the contribution of women to the sciences difficult when the structures of search and 

communication are not designed to work beyond that threshold of notability. What the community of 

Wikimedians did subsequently was design new training and communication tools for researchers and 

archivists as well as launch a project to discover the many women who were important to the 

sciences.948 They also took on the task on behalf of institutions of providing organizational strategies for 

“outreach campaigns creating a virtuous cycle of data creation, sharing and linking.”949 The community 

leads on training staff to work around infrastructural blocks to the recognition of women as well as on 

getting the message out that this is a problem which can be addressed across institutions. Outside of 

Wikis, Subject I reports that when they worked for a school in South London that had no cross 

institutional support it gave them a sense of disconnect from the wider world and ultimately a feeling of 

pointlessness in their work. However, when they moved to the Bromley library which brought together 

work from GLAM institutions from all the neighboring boroughs, they felt a sense of value about the 

work and became more committed to Bromley as a volunteer than anywhere else.950 In this situation, 

where the community not just of Bromley’s GLAM volunteers but of Bromley council and constituents 

took action to ensure there were shared resources across institutions, the sustained interest of 

volunteers increased.  

From these example, combined with others such as that of the role that the Friends of the Lancashire 

Archives play in leading fundraising for digital projects at the Lancashire archives,951 we see that the 

community can play a significant role in taking charge of certain aspects of project and community 

development. This differs from co-production in that the institution cedes power to the community in 

exchange for resources and an opportunity to benefit from the community’s work. In collaborative and 

co-productive projects, the institution benefits the community by sharing resources mostly in terms of 

digital assets and professional expertise. In a meta-community, the institution benefits from the learned 

expertise of the community and its resources to expand their own offerings and potentially generate 

revenues. Julie Martin points out that the success with crowdfunding across New England’s digital 

projects is down to the leadership of the community members themselves who choose what projects 

are the priority and help generate funding through outreach.952 In terms of training and skills the 

community can also take the lead. For the Hotspur Foundation, the goal of investing in the training of 

local community members in GLAM skills is to support other community initiatives over the period of a 

 
946 ‘HerNaturalHistory - Citizen Scientist Siobhan Leachman on How Wikidata Can Play a Vital Role in Surfacing 
Notable Women’, Media Hopper Create, accessed 27 May 2021, 
https://media.ed.ac.uk/media/HerNaturalHistory+-
+Citizen+Scientist+Siobhan+Leachman+on+how+Wikidata+can+play+a+vital+role+in+surfacing+notable+women/1
_pjulqj94. 
947 Subject L, interview by Author, London, 27 June 2019 
948 ‘HerNaturalHistory - Citizen Scientist Siobhan Leachman on How Wikidata Can Play a Vital Role in Surfacing 
Notable Women’. 
949 Ibid 
950 Subject I, interview by Author, London, August 2019 
951 David Tilsley, interview by Author, London, 27 March, 2019 
952 Julie Martin, interview by Author, London, 23 April 2020 
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decade or more. The heritage ambassadors are meant to help bring together the heritage assets of 

various non-profits in the Tottenham and adjacent regions together for future projects which are 

designed by the volunteers and which the resources are generated by the community.953 Meta-

communities share power, flatten hierarchy, provides amble benefits for all stakeholders, requires open 

lines of communication between stakeholders, and offers a purpose led drive for everyone who 

participates. The success of the Wikipedians in raising the profile of women in the sciences, together 

with the consistency with which the Lancashire archives are able to afford to update their resources for 

digital projects despite the small size of the archive, are testaments to the potential power of 

community-based leadership in crowdsourcing’s future.  

9.3.4 Co-evolved Summary 

In short then, there are two main mechanisms involved in the process of co-evolution. The first is an 

institutional change in terms of creating community relationships. The top-down approach of 

community creation from an institutional position of power is a limited one in its scope. For some 

institutions this has been a beneficial method allowing them to manage resources effectively and create 

valuable communities of engaged and active participants. However, not all institutions need to adopt 

this model and instead can find value in seeking out existing community projects to support or looking 

within their own existing community structures to find ways of sharing the process of crowd community 

building. The second mechanism involved is the capacity for self-actualization in and among the 

community itself. The volunteers at The ArQuives or St Dunstan’s College would not be so successful if 

they were not instilled with a sense of purpose and potential. These communities understand the value 

of their contributions and their own abilities both as part of institutional frameworks and outside of 

them. A community that self-actualizes has the potential to evolve beyond a simple collaborative or co-

operative system and becomes a self-sustaining one. 

While the data remains inconclusive at this point, the potential displayed by co-evolved 

community/institution relationships may prove to provide the foundations for the most sustainable type 

of ecosystem. As explained in section 3.2, a strong sense of independence in a community lends itself to 

several factors that lead to sustainability, most notably heterarchy. The growth of community 

engagement experienced when these independent communities interact with institutional goals shows 

a great deal of promise. The Wikipedians discussed in Section 3.3 started with two institutions in 2018 

and have spread out to more and more across the globe delivering best practices on data creation that 

addresses sexism.954 The ArQuives and Amersham Museum today are able to execute projects that more 

closely resemble the works of major institutions like the British Museum rather than the small scale 

experiments they were able to achieve before institutional support. The St Dunstan’s community 

executed its next major digital project in the autumn of 2020 and it is larger than any project carried out 

under the direction of a professional archivist.955 Further examination of the potential of co-evolved 

community/institution relationships should prove to be fruitful in helping to understand best practices 

for community sustainability in GLAM crowdsourcing.  

 
953 Joanna Yeung, Interview by Author, London, 03 September 2018   
954 Subject L, interview by Author, London, 27 June 2019 
955 28411768, ‘The Notes - Summer 2020 - Official Journal of the Dunstonian Association’, Issuu, accessed 27 May 
2021, https://issuu.com/stdunstanscollege/docs/final_no_marks_the_notes_summer_2020. 



182 
 
 

 

9.4 Conclusion 

What is revealed by these examples of collaboration, co-production, and co-evolution is firstly a better 

understanding of what systems are more sustainable. The very nature of sustainability established 

earlier in this paper revolves around the balance of power and open communication between 

stakeholders. The adaptive cycle requires that everyone involved in the community, including the 

institution, be able to assert their interests so long as they do not directly contravene anyone else’s. In a 

collaborative system, the interests of the institution will always outweigh the interests of the individuals 

involved. There will always, in these cases, be a hierarchy where volunteers have a smaller voice than 

project or community managers. That is the product of institutional control which naturally derives from 

the level of investment said institution makes into creating a project or fostering a community. Co-

productive approaches to community building seek to give equal voice to all stakeholders in various 

aspects of the process. In these set-ups it is assumed that all stakeholders are equal and so when their 

needs and interests are expressed, they will be heard. This approach seeks to reach an immediate 

equilibrium of power. The flattening of the hierarchy and the infrastructure that allows for greater input 

from the community on each aspect of a project meets those needs of sustainability at least for one 

round of the adaptive cycle. In this way the volunteers who have spent time training and doing the work 

that archivists lack the resources to execute on their own can prove themselves to be an even greater 

part of the overall project and thus more likely to keep participating and attracting new volunteers.  

Meanwhile, co-evolutionary approaches to community building recognize the inherent power imbalance 

of a relationship between a professional institution and a volunteer community. The goal of co-evolution 

is to seek equitable solutions to power imbalances which requires major redistributions of 

communication infrastructure. The community led projects that precede institutional involvement 

control the message around the goal and the identity of a project. This outsized influence on key aspects 

of community development and engagement is meant to counter the outsized influence that institutions 

can have in terms of resources and audience outreach. Communities that take charge after institutional 

investment similarly take control over the future direction of a project to balance the outsized control 

the institution had in establishing the project. Essentially, they are trading the past for the future. More 

selectively, the co-evolved communities that seek communal leadership over specific aspects of a 

project or community, rather than an amplified voice on all aspects, can address specific shortcomings 

that an institution is unlikely to be able to address on its own. As was the case with the women in the 

sciences example, it took a group of women in the community to take charge over the messaging and 

training involved in order to counter the largely male dominated power structure that would not think 

beyond their own privileged viewpoint. So, while co-productive approaches to sustainable community 

building can have a positive impact on sustainability, they require all stakeholders to have a certain 

position of privilege or a shared background of some sort to be most effective. For cases where the 

disparity in power between community and institution is severe, the most effective means of ensuring a 

sustainable future is through a co-evolution approach.   

Additionally, we can see the kind of impact that co-production and co-evolution can have on the scope 

and goals of institutions that invest in crowdsourcing. It has long been established that crowdsourcing in 

the GLAM sector is far beyond a simple solution to a lack of labor in processing large data sets.956 One of 

 
956 Dunn & Hedges 119 
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the many benefits that institutions have recognized in the previous decade is that the community itself 

is of value to the institution just by virtue of its existence.957 However, that benefit is often ill defined. 

When looking at co-productive and co-evolved communities, the benefits go beyond ‘free labor’ or a 

vague sense of inherent worth. These communities can do more than execute orders they have the 

capacity to create. Some of them create monetary value through an effective fundraising apparatus that 

is not restricted in the same ways other revenue streams are in cultural heritage. They can create new 

directions for research interests as they did with Old Weather and HHARP that produce valuable works 

for the wider community. They can initiate new projects that rely on otherwise ignored materials as so 

many of the Queer archives have done. Perhaps most significantly, these types of communities have the 

capacity to create a strong, reciprocal relationship between the often-isolated institutions and the 

people they have the potential to have a positive influence on. The Hotspur Foundation can see the lives 

that have improved, the businesses that can flourish as part of their cultural heritage outreach program 

that relies on the community for guidance just as much as it provides guidance.  When asking ‘what is 

the point of building a sustainable digital community from crowdsourcing’ the answer is co-production 

and co-evolution. The goal of a sustainable digital community is to find out what kind of influence or 

contribution can be made that meets the intended goals of a project and then subsequently exceeds 

them. The crowdsourcing project is the beginning, but the sustainable digital community can continue to 

do more and more the longer it lasts.  

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 
957 Mia Ridge, interview by Author, London, 14 February 2020 
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Chapter 10 

Conclusion  

The sustainability of GLAM crowdsourcing communities is largely an organic process, but it can be 

enhanced through the mediation of relationships between stakeholders. Given that community is an 

expression of social interaction and is itself a complex system made up of varying types of interaction, 

this emphasis on relationship management is no surprise. However, in the GLAM crowdsourcing space 

there are particular relationship metrics which are the most impactful on sustainability. Throughout this 

thesis, the recurring sentiment expressed by volunteers has involved their sense of empowerment, 

value, and engagement. For professional institutional staff members, their interests and goals in relation 

to crowdsourcing seem to be practical on the surface level but have often been revealed to be a deep 

passion for the potential creative and collaborative work that can be done with volunteers. That passion 

combined with the general assumption among volunteers surveyed that they expect to be doing 

crowdsourcing work for the next five years958 helps to make the case that GLAM crowdsourcing will 

continue to be resilient for the near future. While there is no guarantee that direct involvement in 

supporting sustainable practices from any stakeholder will show positive results, there is plenty of 

evidence of those strategies working and also of the damage to communities that can result from their 

absence.  

The resilience of community relationships was tested in several groups during the first lockdown of the 

COVID-19 pandemic in the spring and summer of 2020. A sudden abundance of free time spent at home 

created an opportunity for some GLAM crowdsourcing projects to recruit new volunteers or for their 

current volunteers to spend more on the projects. For other institutions however, the inability to be on 

site and perform the background work that supports crowdsourcing projects, among other COVID 

related issues, brought a temporary or permanent end to their GLAM crowdsourcing communities. In 

Section 3 below, I will detail some examples of how projects covered in this study reacted to lockdown 

procedures and what impact this had on community sustainability. In general, those projects, 

communities, and institutions that shared the most responsibility among stakeholders, rather than 

concentrating responsibility in either the institution or the volunteers, experienced more success during 

lockdown. Often, institutions which maintained more control over resources, training, and leadership, or 

which regarded crowdsourcing as a labor force rather than a community partnership, found COVID 

lockdown procedures to be challenging. In this way, COVID stands as a real-world example of how the 

conclusions reached in these chapters impacts community resilience in the face of radical and 

unpredictable change.  

That said, there remain lingering questions that were either born out of this study or for which this study 

was unable to reach a conclusive answer. While the first COVID lockdown in 2020 provided a good, 

short-term case study in which to observe sustainability practices in the field, the scope of this thesis 

does not allow for a longer-term observation of COVID-19’s impact on sustainability beyond 2020. The 

question of post-institutional communities was mentioned in Chapter 6, Section 3.2 to be an accidental 

 
958 See Appendix B- 89% (49/56 volunteers) reported they expect to be at least satisfied with their work for the 
next five years  
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discovery as this thesis never intended to look at communities outside of the institutional framework 

but found them being created as time went on. As continuing funding issues and other factors affecting 

project sustainability emerge, the question of what happens to a community after a project finishes 

remains underexplored. Additionally, it will be important to address how to test further the models and 

proposals brought up by this study going forward, and to scope the additional research that needs to be 

done to help perfect a model or models of community sustainability in GLAM crowdsourcing. These and 

other future research questions will be addressed in the last section of this chapter.  

One of the objectives stated at the start of this thesis was to better understand what makes GLAM 

crowdsourcing communities sustainable. To answer that question, it will first be necessary to summarize 

the conclusions made throughout this thesis in order to come to a more streamlined explanation of 

what is and is not sustainable practice in GLAM crowdsourcing. From that explanation it is possible to 

outline some applicable lessons to stakeholder relationships that can be used by current and future 

crowdsourcing groups to help foster more sustainable practices. By looking at examples of how some 

groups responded to COVID-19 lockdown in 2020, we can also measure (subject to the limitations 

mentioned above) the efficacy of each lesson under an undeniable stress. This stress testing will 

therefore represent an original contribution to the digital humanities.  

10.1 Conclusions from Chapters 

As discussed in Chapter 1, community and sustainability are both complex terms that need to be 

understood clearly before a model of sustainability can be elucidated. Community is something that 

develops naturally in the GLAM crowdsourcing space. The very nature of crowdsourcing is communal. As 

noted in Chapter 1, Section 1, crowdsourcing volunteers have a dedicated sense of purpose for the work 

of GLAM crowdsourcing in general, like digital citizens rooted in a community of practice. However, also 

like digital nomads, their loyalty leans more towards personal development rather than to any particular 

institution and its goals. This combination of personal development and public service means that what 

binds individual volunteers together is a sense of passion and a shared set of practices. The community 

aspects highlighted in Chapter 1, section 1.3 are created organically as volunteers share their interests 

with each other and the community develops as individuals grow in terms of skills and workflow. The 

process of developing a community in the first place is therefore one that cannot be created by an 

institution. This is the essential truth that should be accepted by GLAM institutions when approaching 

crowdsourcing: a community will or will not form on its own. That means the institution cannot coerce a 

community into existence and it would do well to prepare for a community to form and address what 

kind of relationship it wants to develop with this community. That decision on what kind of relationship 

institutions want to have with communities of crowdsourced volunteers is the first part of addressing 

sustainability. While community formation is outside of the control of the institution, the question of 

the sustainability of the community is something that institutions have a great deal of influence over.  

To understand this relationship between institution and sustainability, it is important to look at the 

sustainability of a community by measuring its resilience rather than its growth over time. The best way 

to observe sustainability is through the lens of the adaptive cycle, where communities are either 

dissolved due to pressures or they can adapt without losing their core identity. Then, by using a social 

learning lens to examine the relationships between stakeholders, these pressures can be identified and 

observed. Those relationships can be assessed as more or less sustainable by observing their responses 
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to five key pressure points: internal dynamics, perception of participants, identity stability, transitional 

periods, and hierarchical structure. When a community can be said to address these five pressures, then 

it demonstrates balanced relationships which cause a stable shift through the adaptive cycle sustainably. 

What makes a community sustainable is something that can therefore be not only observed, but also 

influenced by both community and institutional stakeholders. Those decisions being made by the 

institution about what kind of relationship to build, must be reciprocated by the members of the 

community themselves in order to begin and carry forward the adaptive cycle. Understanding the 

pressures and adapting to them through the balancing of relationships needs to be a concerted effort 

carried out by those that want sustainability. As Chapter 1, section 2.3 highlights, that means both 

groups of stakeholders must clearly establish their goals and be willing to make sacrifices regarding 

those goals in order to achieve the necessary balance to maintain resilience in the face of change or 

social pressures.  

Community management is a key factor in building sustainable relationships and addressing the 

pressures of sustainability. A single community manager employed by an institution can be effective but 

is limited as the institution’s crowdsourcing work grows. Large institutions, such as the Library of 

Congress, that can afford to hire more managers have seen positive results from employing more 

community managers as noted in Chapter 2 section 1.2. However, other institutions should consider 

alternatives that empower the volunteers themselves to help manage the community. A key example is 

the National Rail Museum which relies on volunteers to add more community managers to their 

crowdsourcing projects.959 In other instances, community management can be handled through more 

indirect means. This is where an institution can make key decisions about what parts of their goals they 

are willing to sacrifice in order to benefit from a sustainable community. Where resources are a sacrifice 

an institution is unable to make, control over the direction of a project or how the community is 

managed is an alternative. Chapter 2, sections 1.3 and 2.3 both highlight the possible consequences and 

benefits of putting more control into the hands of community members emulating part or all of the 

Wikipedia model.  This community forward approach fulfills individual goals for volunteers and has a 

positive impact on their continued engagement, but it does sacrifice the institution’s ability to focus the 

community on project goals such as occurred for the Old Weather project. There is a way to mitigate 

these sacrifices for a reduction in efficacy with regards to sustainability which is to build community 

management into the structure of the project from inception. The “internal crowd” proposed in Chapter 

2, section 3.3 allows the institution to create more points of interaction between themselves and 

volunteers which has a net positive effect on engagement and therefore sustainability. It also requires a 

minimal increase in resources as it relies on existing staff at the institution to take on small amounts of 

training and work. The internal crowd also keeps the balance of control in favor of the institution while 

giving more opportunities for volunteers to feel heard due to increased opportunities to interact with 

institutional stakeholders. Community management should not be exclusive to one person working on a 

project it either requires a team of managers, a team trained to engage in management in some small 

way, or opportunities and training made available to volunteers to take the lead on management. One 

or more of these options is essential to sustainability.  

 
959 See Chapter 2, section 3.1 
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Investing in the educational development and empowerment of volunteers in the crowdsourcing space 

can contribute to addressing the pressures of sustainability. There is the potential to invest in new work 

or types of work for volunteers to better ensure sustainability as subjects report there is a risk of 

essentially getting bored and moving on if workflow patterns remain unchanged. Providing 

opportunities for a sense of ownership and investing in resources which benefit volunteers at some 

expense to the institution helps to create the perception of equality and heterarchy in the community. 

GLAM crowdsourcing is a two-way street where the institution benefits from the work of volunteers and 

the volunteers need to also benefit from the experience. This benefit will also create a sense of 

ownership of the output of a project on the part of community members. Chapter 3, section 3.3 notes 

this is actually an important development in the sustainability of the community. Institutions that want 

to foster sustainability should promote this sense of ownership in order to prevent increased conflict 

over a perceived lack of control which has caused some such as Subject D to leave a project when they 

felt their voice was ignored. The relationship between upskilling volunteers so that they are better able 

to fulfill the project goals of the institution and the development of those volunteers into empowered 

community members is an opportunity to develop a deeper connection between stakeholders which 

promotes sustainable engagement. Resisting this development, either by not offering more training, 

cultural opportunities, or some sense of compensation for volunteer efforts will create a high rate of 

turnover and increased resource burdens on institutions continuing with crowdsourcing projects.  

The promotion of social activities is best left in the hands of the volunteers themselves and attempts by 

institutions to do this has had little impact on sustainability. Creating a space that allows for volunteers 

to interact as they see fit is important, but institutions have no influence beyond that point. In the same 

light, there are several potential threats to sustainability currently and in the near future that can easily 

be mitigated if they are addressed with a social learning perspective. By creating opportunities for 

volunteers to ask questions, provide solutions, take charge, and tie their own personal development to 

mitigating threats you end up with a greater sense of purpose and investment which positively affects 

sustainability while also leveraging volunteers as a resource of diverse experience to help institutions 

grapple with same threats. The common thread throughout Chapter 5 and the numerous threats that 

impact sustainability is that more reliance on volunteers reduces the impact of most threats. In this way, 

the social development of the community can be sustainably maintained when institutions recognize 

they have no control over the social development of the community. Chapters 4 and 5 highlight that an 

institution’s role in Social Learning Theory is as a facilitator of individual growth in the same way that the 

paragogical understanding of education introduced in section 4 of the literature review explains the role 

of a teacher. The authority and resources of the institution are valuable for the development of 

community goals, but the institution cannot maintain control of those goals or they will push away 

volunteers over time.  

The co-productive potential of GLAM crowdsourcing makes communities more sustainable, and that 

sustainability can help create new opportunities for co-production thus establishing a virtuous cycle. 

What Chapter 6 shows is that volunteers are more dedicated to institutions that give them the sense of 

being heard and having their input valued. Further, communities that take the lead without institutional 

connections, or by bringing together the work of multiple institutions, have already proven their ability 

to effectively manage crowdsourcing projects. The fact that these projects have also included groups 

that expand GLAM research into LGBTQ+ studies and creating more equity for women in research 
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demonstrates that including communities more in the design and leadership of crowdsourcing projects 

can help make the GLAM sector a more diverse and inclusive space in general.  

 

10.2 Applying Sustainable Practices   

10.2.1Institutional Leadership 

Institutional stakeholders can implement practices that make the communities they work with more 

sustainable. Starting with the community management concepts discussed in Chapter 2, institutions are 

well positioned to make changes and improvements in how communities are managed with a view to 

increasing their sustainability. As noted in Chapter 2, section 1 institutions with sufficient resources can 

improve sustainability by hiring more community managers, diversifying their skill sets by drawing on 

different backgrounds from throughout the institution, and specializing the kind of work they do in 

managing the community. This approach is exemplified by the Library of Congress’ By the People 

project, which has five community managers who come both from more traditional library roles in 

delivering service to the public, as well as from marketing and educational backgrounds. Some 

community managers are more engaged in training (those with educational backgrounds), whereas 

others are more engaged with providing direct support, and still others gather research data and study 

how to improve community management processes.960 This allows for improved short term 

development for volunteers, but also reports that when there is ample attention, support, and a sense 

of being valued by volunteers such as Subject B, there is greater opportunity for growth in the long term 

as well.961 A larger community management team allows for more investment in the training and 

feedback that gives volunteers a sense of purpose and therefore a dedication to the institution. It also 

allows for more time and resources to investigate ways to integrate new ideas such as machine learning 

through a diversity of experience. The Library of Congress’ research into effective strategies of 

community management has improved their approaches and freed resources in order to collect 

feedback from volunteers. Subject K notes that all of his additional training, which allowed him to launch 

his own crowdsourcing project, was possible because of the size of the team that he worked with 

previously and that he was able to study concepts from a wide array of experts.962 If an institution can 

afford it, simply increasing the number of community managers on a project is a very effective way to 

ensure community sustainability.  

Since hiring an increasing number of community managers is not feasible for some smaller institutions, 

they can take other steps to ensure sustainability. Promoting willing and interested volunteers into 

leadership roles can make up for some of the work done by additional community managers. Subject F 

notes that he feels like ‘part of the team’ and appreciates that he is ‘trusted’ to do the kind of work that 

a professional member of staff would do. That being said, Subject F agrees that while this has been 

 
960 Victoria Van Hyning, interview by Author, London, 29 October 2019, additionally as of 2021 the LoC has added 
another community manager with an educational background per their blog Carlyn Osborn, ‘“By the People” Turns 
3: A Year in Review | The Signal’, webpage, 18 November 2021, //blogs.loc.gov/thesignal/2021/11/by-the-people-
turns-3/. 
961 See Chapter 3, Section 1  
962 Subject K, Interview by Author, London, 05 June 2020 
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effective in carrying out the needs of the National Rail Museum he does not consider his level of 

contribution alone to be equal to a full member of staff.963 Outside of direct community management, 

institutions that struggle with obtaining enough resources to invest in volunteer training and 

development can alternatively invest in the community as a more equal stakeholder. As noted in 

Chapter 3, section 3.3 giving attribution to volunteers that names them as co-owners of a project has a 

significant impact on continued user engagement. Another way to get that level of engagement with 

some volunteers, as discussed in the same chapter in section 2.2 and 2.3, is to take the initiative as an 

institution and find out what new types of work or new kinds of roles volunteers can engage in. These 

options work with the resources already available at the institution and they provide many of the same 

benefits that expanding the community management team has to offer in making volunteers feel valued 

and giving them opportunities to develop.  

The institution can also take the lead in creating an environment which promotes more cooperation and 

a greater sense of shared responsibility and benefit. In the GLAM sector, physical institutions are subject 

to a wide range of limitations in terms of workflow, expertise, and equipment. As discussed in Chapter 5, 

these limitations are an unavoidable part of the GLAM process, including digitization. However, such 

limitations do not necessarily have to translate to GLAM crowdsourcing projects as noted in Chapter 5 

section 4, introducing more flexibility into the crowdsourcing workflow, in part by creating a variety of 

different types of work to perform with digitized assets, encourages volunteers to explore and to find 

new opportunities to work cooperatively and develop new skills. Further, as chapter 4 notes, this 

flexibility in the design of the crowdsourcing workspace and workflow demonstrates a stronger link to 

increased social engagement between community members than does a top-down structured attempt 

to create social engagement opportunities. The more flexible the digital environment is for types of 

work and materials used, the more opportunities there are for volunteers to provide input. For example, 

incorporating social media-based assets, such as memes based on digitized materials, into project 

designs gives a meaningful point of contact for volunteers to engage with new types of materials and a 

new contact medium based on the social media platform of choice. As discussed in Chapter 6, section 2, 

those increased opportunities for input open up the possibility for more co-productive projects going 

forward and gives volunteers a sense of value to the project overall. Both institutions that have the 

resources to hire more managers and those that do not can create more opportunities to share in 

setting goals and building relationships rooted in the design and execution of crowdsourcing projects 

rather than in the straightforward labor involved. Those communities which demonstrate this level of 

investment from all stakeholders in flexibility, openness, and co-operation are more resilient to change.  

10.2.2 Community Leadership  

In order for communities to lead, the institution must step back from at least some of the decision-

making process and allow for a more democratic approach to goal setting and community design. This 

means that institutions would share or sacrifice control over goal setting, training and development, 

community management, or even workflow design. The Wikipedia model for example, as explained in 

Chapter 2 section 1.3 functions successfully without the direct intervention of the institution in any 

aspects of community building and management. As section 2.2 of that same chapter notes, this 

freedom from institutional input is a major motivating factor for participation and increases the number 

 
963 Subject F, interview by Author, London, 20 April 2020 
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of contributions and quality of contributions made by participants. The example in the same section of 

the Afrocrowds project further highlights that limited institutional direction opens up opportunities to 

be more inclusive as a crowd of people can speak for their own history rather than rely on the post-

colonial lens of GLAM institutions. This point was also made outside of the Wiki model in Chapter 6 

when discussing Queer archives that emerged in the absence of willingness on the part of institutions to 

feature Queer histories that were representative of the Queer community. Stories that volunteers 

connect to are mentioned in Chapter 3 section 1 as one of the most important motivating factors to 

continued participation in GLAM crowdsourcing. Giving up institutional control over what records get 

digitized or who can continue to have what access to materials from crowdsourcing projects means that 

the stories that connect the most to volunteers are more likely to be favored for publication or 

presentation, thus increasing further interest in participation. Trusting communities with more decision-

making power may not match every project’s goals but it makes the communities involved more 

sustainable. 

There are also benefits when it comes to getting new and interesting outcomes from communities that 

take the lead. As noted in Chapter 5, sections 2 and 3, volunteers want to be able to solve problems on 

their own or with the help of their fellow community members. They feel more capable of facing 

potential threats to sustainability this way rather than being given direction from an authority figure. In 

that same chapter in section 1, it was community-led initiatives in Lancashire and New England that 

found crowdfunding opportunities to get new equipment, so that their digital projects could be 

completed. The GLAM institutions did not come up with crowdfunding as a solution and then ask 

volunteers to help make it happen; rather, the community asked the institution if it was possible to 

gather financial contributions to help support the projects they themselves want to participate in. If the 

community members do not feel like they have the option to take the lead in these cases, then those 

solutions would not have occurred. Further, when it comes to the kinds of social engagement which did 

show positive sustainability results, the examples in Chapter 4 section 2 were all community initiatives. 

The annual gathering of volunteers from HHARP managed to keep the group in touch and engaged with 

the project which helped the project going despite the loss of institutional support from Great Ormond 

Street and Kingston University. Communities are more adaptable and more willing to connect with each 

other when they have a sense that they share the leadership of a project, and those communities are 

more resilient than ones made up of volunteers who shift their loyalty because they consider 

themselves regarded as simple laborers rather than leaders.  

Communities that get to take the lead in management can be sustainable with or without the 

involvement of an institution. As discussed in Chapter 6, section 3, communities can carry on the work 

started by an institution even when the support of that institution is minimal or non-existent. The 

communities themselves are sustainable, even if institutional interest in a given project is not. This post 

institutional community is itself a viable understanding of sustainability as established in Chapter 1 

because the group carries forward the initial goals of the project even as the makeup of stakeholders 

shifts over time. If HHARP has continued to get contributions from volunteers over the past fifteen years 

even when the project has not had an institutional connection for more than four years, the community 

itself has demonstrated clearly that it is resilient in the face of significant change. The more leadership 

over the project that the community takes, the more likely they are to be able to continue the work 

when there is no institutional stakeholder giving them direction as the St Dunstan’s Archive showed in 
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2020 when the volunteers initiated the largest digital project in that archive’s history. In this way, the 

community led model is the surest way to make a digital community more sustainable because the 

members of that community set their own goals, their own workflow, and work together to improve and 

develop themselves regardless of whether some external factor like institutional leadership is involved.  

 

10.3. COVID-19 Lockdown and its Consequences 

Following the initial COVID-19 lockdown which began (in the UK and USA) in March 2020, I began to ask 

questions of the remaining volunteer interview subjects about the impact of the pandemic on their 

work. These initial questions made it clear that the social distancing measures and lack of opportunity to 

engage with others outside of the home, made crowdsourcing more appealing to some people, in 

particular those who wanted to spend some of their lockdown time making a contribution to the public 

good or learning new skills.964 For others, this became their first encounter with crowdsourcing after 

having spent time volunteering for GLAM institutions in person.965 As a result of these early indicators I 

sent follow up emails to every interview subject I had interviewed before March 2020 and asked them 

additional COVID-19 specific questions depending on their role: 

For Community Managers and Project Managers:  

o How COVID-19 has affected your crowdsourcing or distance volunteering projects?  
o Have you seen an increase in new users?  
o Are users dedicating more hours or completing more work?  
o Has this created any challenges for you in terms of training or supplying sufficient 

resources for volunteers to work with?  
 
For volunteers:  

o Have you taken up an interest in leadership roles on any similar projects? 
o Has anyone approached you to ask for your input for similar types of project? If not, 

would you be interested in an opportunity to share your experience with upcoming 
project designers? 

o Has COVID-19 in general given you more opportunities to work on similar cultural 
heritage projects? Alternatively, has COVID-19 made continued online volunteering 
more difficult? 

 
The goal of these questions was to get a general sense of the impacts that COVID-19 would have on 
volunteers. This is not an exhaustive study, and as will be discussed in the next section there is room to 
get a more holistic account of COVID-19’s impact on crowdsourcing in future research. I received 
responses from eleven subjects, eight of whom were community or platform managers and three 
volunteers. Their feedback indicates how both institution- and community-led models respond in the 
face of the significant change that the adaptive cycle (Chapter 1, section 5.1) highlights as the major 
challenge that tests community sustainability. 
 

 
964 Public good during COVID lockdown mentioned by Subject D, learning new skills during COVID mentioned by 
Subject G  
965 Specifically noted by Subject K.  
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Institutions which had larger community management teams or were able to integrate volunteers and 
other institutional stakeholders966 into their community management found lockdown to be a boost to 
their projects and communities. In the first two months of lockdown, the Library of Congress’ By the 
People project hired an additional community manager to meet the increased demand, and brought 
over colleagues from the education department at the library to run training webinars for the influx of 
new volunteers.967 They reported that in that same time period they received seven times their normal 
correspondence regarding volunteer support on the project, and number of digital assets completed by 
volunteers per day increased from an average of 300 to 2000 between January and May.968 Due to the 
institution’s investment in staffing, they were able to adapt to this sudden increase in community 
management work and went on to launch new projects in order to satisfy the demand for work from the 
volunteers. The same can also be said of the British Library, which reported an increase in both activity 
from existing volunteers and interest from new volunteers, resulting in the deployment of additional 
staffing resources effectively to meet that demand.969 This is consistent with a survey conducted by 
Community Roundtable which showed that 40% (20/50) of the crowdsourcing projects they surveyed 
were accelerating plans during lockdown to hire more staff and to increase the number of active 
projects.970 The American Soldier project did not have the resources to hire new staff, and so during 
lockdown they took the opportunity to get input from the community. Subject D said the project started 
holding regular online meetings, “Zoom meetings in which volunteers and project staff exchange ideas 
and suggestions serve to recharge one’s enthusiasm to continue on the project.”971 Subject D believes 
that this inclusion of volunteers in the community management process was key to himself and others 
contributing more time to the project, and also meant that “finding volunteers has not been an 
issue.”972 Those institutions that increased their community management resources either through new 
hires or by including the community in the process were therefore better able to absorb a sudden influx 
in interest, maintaining the community in a more sustainable manner. In contrast, the British Library 
made no new hires to manage their community and they described their situation as requiring all 
available resources to just keep up with the demands of the community.973 
 
Similarly, those institutions which had invested heavily before the pandemic in developing the skills of 
volunteers or tasking them with leadership roles had a positive experience with the increased interest 
brought on by the COVID-19 lockdown. Subject F noticed that volunteers were not only contributing 
more to projects but also taking on more training and development or general “using the lockdown time 
to good effect.”974 Subject A found that their time in 2019 spent learning more about GIS systems 
through the British Library’s training offerings was proving useful as lockdown continued. They were 
able to help contribute to new projects being launched by the library which they found to be “more 
challenging and enjoyable” and they were happy to leverage their expertise to “help in any way with 
project design” when asked to do so.975 The Library of Congress also noted that they were able to rely on 

 
966 See Chapter 2, Section 3.3 for a refresher on the internal crowd concept.  
967 Van Hyning, Victoria. ' RE: Contact crowd.loc.gov: Interview Request'. Email, 29 May, 2020. 
968 ibid 
969 Ridge, Mia. ‘RE: Share Survey'. Email, 28 May, 2020. The British Library is unable to release specific statistics at 
this time  
970 Happe, Rachel. ‘Community ROI Case study’. Email, 26 May, 2020 
971 Subject D. ‘Contributor Interview Follow Up’. Email, 4 May, 2021 
972 Subject D. ‘Contributor Interview Follow Up’. Email, 4 May, 2021 
973 Ridge, Mia. ‘RE: Share Survey'. Email, 28 May, 2020 
974 Subject F, interview by Author, London, 20 April 2020 
975 Subject A. ‘Crowdsourcing Projects’. Email, 4 August, 2021 
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the veteran volunteers to help integrate new volunteers into their project, giving the additional support 
and feedback needed, while the institutional staff increased in number to handle the sudden increase in 
demand.976 In contrast, where similar investments were not made such as was experienced by Subject B, 
they report that they abandoned crowdsourcing altogether during lockdown because they did not have 
the kind of investment put into them and their needs that was necessary to continue engagement.977 
Institutions that invested more in the training of volunteers and in increasing their responsibility for a 
project were better able to leverage the community’s skills in absorbing the influx of new volunteers.  
 
Meanwhile, institutions which did not invest sufficiently in community management or expanding 
community training found COVID-19 to be a difficult challenge that brought at least a temporary halt to 
their crowdsourcing projects. David Tilsley from the Lancashire archives said, “Unfortunately, our 
emphasis has had to be on keeping staff busy at home rather than maintaining distance volunteering or 
setting up our previously on-site volunteers with something to do at home. The latter have simply been 
laid off for the time being.”978 No investment had been made before COVID-19 in new staff nor in asking 
the community to take up additional responsibility, nor was investment made in training or 
development of additional skills beyond what was needed to meet the initial project goals.979 As a result, 
crowdsourcing efforts ceased and as of May 2022 all mentions of crowdsourcing on the Lancashire 
Archives website have been removed which when looking at the archive of the Friends of the Lancashire 
Archives website requests for contributions from the public were removed in March 2021.980 Similarly, 
Tate Britain found the sudden influx of interest more than their crowd platform, AnnoTate, could 
handle. Access to the platform was removed in April of 2020 and remained on pause indefinitely.981 The 
lack of sufficient community management resources made it too difficult to handle the changes 
resulting from lockdown. Instead, Tate shifted focus to finding work for in-person volunteers with Adrian 
Glew saying, “Lockdown has focused our minds re: our inhouse volunteers thinking about how they 
might be able to transcribe some of our audio recordings whilst at home.”982 The institution-led model 
therefore is capable of responding to sudden shifts such as the one caused by COVID-19, but only if the 
institution is able and willing to commit the resources to expand community management availability 
and to invest in the training and development of volunteers to meet the needs arising from sudden 
change.  
 
Examples of a community-led model being adopted in response to the COVID-19 lockdowns were far 
fewer, but in one example the sudden and drastic shift from institutional leadership to a more open 
access model based on Wikipedia was a major success. The Alabama State Archives had run several 
successful crowdsourcing projects between 2016 and 2019 that relied on the From the Page platform. 
Interested volunteers would apply to the program, receive approval from staff, undertake training and 
only then begin the process of doing the work.983 However, when the sudden surge in new interest 
started in March 2020 they were unable to keep up with the approvals and training required, so the 

 
976 Van Hyning, Victoria. ' RE: Contact crowd.loc.gov: Interview Request'. Email, 29 May, 2020. 
977 Subject B. ‘Replying to Your Request’. Email, 4 May, 2021 
978 Tilsey, David. ‘Interview request’. Email, 27 May, 2020 
979 David Tilsley, interview by Author, London, 27 March, 2019 
980 An inexact search was performed using the Wayback Machine to determine when the option was removed 
from the website, the closest mention is this one: 
https://web.archive.org/web/20210416161601/https://www.flarchives.co.uk/ 
981 Glew, Adrian. ‘We met on Friday- crowdsourcing’. Email, 26 May 2020 
982 ibid 
983 Georgia Ann Hudson, interview by Author, London, 10 May, 2018 
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archives shifted  to a public-facing system where users could sign up without approval and undertake 
trainings at their own discretion, similar to Wikipedia with volunteers able to take on the role of editors 
and create or change articles as they worked with available materials.984 Previously, it had taken six 
weeks to complete one project in 2018.985 After making this shift the project manager reported, “142 
people have contributed a total of 193,854 minutes (about 3,230 hours) to our projects. Two months 
after publishing the new content, nine collections have been fully transcribed, and the remaining three 
are almost complete.”986 Shifting to a model that puts the community in charge of its own training and 
management resulted in a nine-fold increase in projects being completed in a time period that is only 
33% longer. While this may be an isolated case, it provides some insight into the value that a 
community-led model can have in meeting the demands of rapid change such as that associated with 
COVID-19 and the responses to it. 
 

10.4 Implications for Researchers and Institutions  

As noted in the introduction and literature review, there is very little research done in academia to cover 

the concept of digital community sustainability. The aim of this study has been to address that lack of 

clear understanding of the mechanisms of sustainability and the implications of sustainable digital 

communities. For Ridge as well as Dunn & Hedges among others, the assertion was that communities 

develop organically and as a result their sustainability is something as yet unidentifiable. For Kidd and 

Wong, this was not an acceptable approach as it was clear there were processes at work inside and 

outside of institutions that could account for the creation of digital communities. What this study does is 

bridges those two perspectives in a clearer understanding of what makes digital communities form out 

of GLAM crowdsourcing projects and how those communities continue to develop and change overtime. 

Looking to the impact of individual relationships between stakeholders, in aggregate, rather than 

attempting to understand complex community systems as larger entities is a valuable perspective for 

these and other researchers. This study in many ways solves the bottom-up vs top-down dynamic that 

has framed the research into crowdsourcing communities by asserting that the former is a primary 

motivator for sustainability but the latter has an impact of developing that sustainability further.  

Each chapter in its own way highlights this relationship mechanism as something which both answers 

existing questions researchers have had on the topic and gives them perspectives from which they can 

launch future research. Not only does Chapter 4 address the ‘fog of ambiguity’ that Wong uses to 

describe the concept of community in digital GLAM projects, but it is the first time that the adaptive 

cycle has been applied to said communities. This is a new perspective that addresses the lack of 

certainty around how communities form and what makes them work. Instead of a lack of rules of 

engagement or a fog around community, the adaptive cycle can be understood across a wide spectrum 

of community types both small and large and can be understood as a natural expression of the pressures 

created by relationships forming between stakeholders. This is a valuable key to future research on the 

topic of community building in terms of clarity and focus for solving this particular problem.  

 
984 McDonough, Meredith. ‘Community Sustainability in DH’. Email, 28 May 2020 
985 Georgia Ann Hudson, interview by Author, London, 10 May, 2018 
986 McDonough, Meredith. ‘Community Sustainability in DH’. Email, 28 May 2020 
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Several of the chapters in this paper also help reframe the perspective that has been applied to 

researching crowdsourcing and community which has led some researchers to find the connection 

lacking. As mentioned in the literature review, a lot of the existing research on communities and 

community management has focused on a resource or labor based model. Researchers have often 

accepted the professional perspective that managing community is a ‘job’ to be done rather than a 

system to be implemented. What chapter 5 highlights is that community management is about 

establishing systems of trust in community management which can be directed by the institution 

through resource allocation but can also come from the community itself. The amount of resources is 

less relevant than the way in which community members are allowed to feel heard and part of the 

process. Similarly, Chapter 6 highlights the growth of individuals within the community and the 

importance that needs to be placed are providing options for that growth. Together, these two chapters 

reframe the research into crowdsourcing and digital communities away from what needs to be provided 

in terms of time and materials and towards a better understanding of what kind of environment 

communities need in order to flourish more naturally. In this way, the organic nature of community is 

better understood as a happenstance of observing ideal conditions without realizing exactly what those 

conditions were or why they mattered to the development of the community. Now, having done this 

study, it is easier to understand how to find those particular conditions and identify them accurately in 

future research.  

Further, this study opens up research on GLAM crowdsourcing to be more inclusive of a wide range of 

disciplines than has previously been the case. Chapter 9 poses the question of whether research up to 

this point has been limited in its scope and whether it is worth considering a new approach to 

crowdsourcing as a whole. The broader implications of co-productivity beyond the immediate benefit to 

institutions is a topic being considered by several researchers987 and Chapter 9 helps to illuminate 

possible avenues worth pursuing. Meanwhile, in analyzing crowdsourcing and community development 

through the relationship of individual stakeholders implies that a wide range of complex human 

elements are at the forefront of this topic. Sociological research has not delved deeply yet into this topic 

but researchers from that discipline as well as the digital humanities would benefit from more cross 

disciplinary work that tries to build upon the digital environmental systems outlined first in this paper.  

Meanwhile, GLAM institutions benefit even more from this study because, as stated in the introduction, 

part of its purpose is to be a practical guide for them to develop sustainable digital communities. The 

demand for the type of large scale digital projects that crowdsourcing can be used for has only grown 

since this study began and continues to grow in projections going forward. However, as Ridge and 

others from Zooniverse note in their interviews for this study, there is a concern over the lack of new 

potential volunteers to meet this growing demand. This study would argue that such concerns are not in 

fact catastrophic because following the principles of sustainable relationship development means that 

institutions which already have crowdsourcing communities can continue to rely on them while other 

institutions without such communities will be able to build reliable systems regardless of their resource 

 
987 Notable research includes:  
Hartley, John. Advanced introduction to creative industries. Edward Elgar Publishing, 2021. 
Eisenstadt, Nathan, and Josie McLellan. “Foregrounding co-production: Building research relationships in 
university–community collaborative research.” Research for All 4, no. 2 (2020): 242-256. 
Among others in the past several years.  
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potential. Meeting that challenge with the right resources means more engagement with the public in 

the digital space. 

The practical concerns over resource limitations are addressed in several chapters. In Chapter 5 for 

example, the community manager is highlighted as a potential benefit for community building and 

sustainability and there are several approaches outlined for different institutions to build up this 

important role. The relative resources of the institution are only relevant in so far as they determine 

which of the approaches best fit the institution. Similarly, Chapter 6 provides a realistic portrait of the 

kind of investment that is necessary to ensure digital crowd projects promote sustainable engagement 

while benefitting all stakeholders. The methodology currently employed by many institutions to keep 

dismissing and calling up crowds as new projects are approved is far more resource intensive than 

sustaining a relationship with the already active and engaged participants. Meanwhile, Chapters 7 & 8 

highlight exactly where time and resources have been wasted by focusing on unproven and theoretical 

aspects of community development rather than on building up strong relationships between 

stakeholders.  Sustainability, as is the case for researchers, is not about resource management but 

rather that it relies on relationship management and building a healthy and welcoming environment for 

cooperation. 

Additionally, this paper challenges institutions to rethink their approach to crowdsourcing with an eye 

towards being open to benefits they did not expect to get. Notably, Chapter 9’s focus on the varying 

ways that institutions can co-create works with the community goes far beyond current research on the 

topic of co-production. It takes the work being done already by institutions such as the Library of 

Congress and posits a new approach to crowds and community that can both solve some of those 

resources issues but also open up potential engagement with the public. Beyond Chapter 9 the entire 

scope of the project, a focus on developing sustainable communities rather than calling for crowds, is a 

major shift in the GLAM sector builds on what is generally recognized as the benefits of the past decade 

of work in crowdsourcing.  

Lastly, the public stands to benefit as well from the research being done in this paper. As mentioned in 

the methodology the public is left out to a certain extent in this paper due to real limitations on me as a 

doctoral researcher. That being said, they are the ones who benefit the most from a better 

understanding of sustainable digital communities. The public makes up the people who become 

community members. A more relationship based focus on the recruitment and engagement of the 

public into digital GLAM communities opens opportunities for the public that they may not currently be 

aware of. That shift in focus will include more people as noted particularly in chapter 6, and grow new 

relationships between members of the public and GLAM institutions beyond simple ‘customer’ relations. 

Meanwhile, those members of the public who do not actively engage in volunteering for the community 

will still benefit from co-produced projects as outlined in Chapter 9 which are more likely to focus on 

their interests because it is their peers who are part of the decision making processes. Sustainable digital 

communities bring more of the public into the cultural heritage sector at a time when audience growth 

is high and interest in more interactive engagement is at its highest.  

In short this study takes the major discourse on the nature of community in GLAM crowdsourcing and 

tasks both researchers and institutions to completely disregard their existing understanding of the key 

concepts. This treats individual relationships as part of a collective whole which previous literature 
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simply does not quite touch upon. It is a practical guide that also opens up more questions about how to 

move forward with crowdsourcing in the GLAM sector for the next 5 years.  

In order to reach these audiences, I will need to do more than simply publish this dissertation as a 

monograph or series of journal articles. To reach institutional stakeholders my strategy is two fold. First, 

I will generate a short policy paper to distribute to relevant listservs and conferences that summarizes 

the key points made about relationship building. In addition, I will also offer workshops to help provide 

more detailed and tailored structure for individual institutions. The first of those workshops is already 

set to be delivered in 2023 with the Library of Congress’ By the People project and will focus primarily on 

applying lessons regarding community management and volunteer engagement. I will be collecting 

additional survey and interview data from participants in those workshops to help refine them for future 

institutions. I also intend to take the results of these workshops and provide materials and outreach 

projects for smaller and non-institution backed heritage groups. The work I was able to do with St 

Dunstan’s that included groups like the Lewisham Historical Society makes for a good starting point to 

potentially include the wider public in further developing ideas around sustainable digital communities.  

To reach the academic researcher audience I intend to return to the meta-community concept 

mentioned in the methodology section. Part of why this attempt to bring together community managers 

was not successful was due to those individuals being full time employees trying to manage 

communities with little time or interest in contributing to deepening research. Additionally, there was a 

lack of material that I could contribute to such a project because I was still conducting early interviews 

and did not have the same wealth of data seen here in the final product. By starting with a more robust 

foundation of research and information and pivoting to include researchers in a crowdsourced 

discussion of key ideas around digital community and crowdsourcing, there is a greater chance of 

success. The hope is also to use a growing database of input and observations on crowdsourcing to 

potentially fund future research as discussed in the following section. Potentially, my new found 

expertise in understanding how to build sustainable digital communities will help in attempting to build 

a sustainable digital community of academic researchers.  

 

10.5. Future Research  

The scope of this study was limited by a number of factors, including the interruption resulting from 

COVID-19 which caused radical changes in the GLAM crowdsourcing space. Additional research will need 

to be conducted on areas such as community management in order to get more field study data on the 

impacts of the various proposed models being deployed by institutions rather than being applied to 

existing systems. The author has already begun the design of a series of workshops with the Library of 

Congress in the autumn of 2022 to gather more data on some of the findings of Chapter 2, for 

publication of the results in 2023. Additionally, the author identifies the issues of accessibility and 

disability as requiring additional research. Interview subjects with disabilities noted that they 

experienced GLAM crowdsourcing in ways that were distinct from non-disabled volunteers. The author 

launched a preliminary study in 2021 to investigate this distinction, done in parallel with the writing up 

phase of this thesis, the results of which will be published at a future date. There are also two other 

areas of study that the author identifies as needing additional research: the impact of COVID-19 on 

GLAM crowdsourcing, and the crowd-led initiatives discussed in Chapter 6, section 3.1 and 3.3.  
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The data presented in this chapter on the impact of COVID-19 is narrow in its coverage, given that it was 

such a monumental event. As noted from the subjects who responded, nearly every GLAM 

crowdsourcing project experienced some kind of disruption due to the sudden increased interest in 

crowdsourcing projects as a result of lockdown. Gaining a wider view of the pandemic’s impact on GLAM 

crowdsourcing community sustainability would be a worthwhile endeavor. As explained in section 2, the 

fact that crowdsourcing changed is undeniable, but questions remain about how long that change lasted 

or how it might have shifted as different government policies regarding lockdown were implemented in 

the successive two years. Such a study would require greater hindsight than can be provided just now as 

of this writing in early 2022. It will take more time to see the longer-term implications of the pandemic’s 

impact. Additionally, a much wider survey of projects, managers, and volunteers will need to be 

conducted than could be included with the limited timeframe of this study. The impact of such a study 

would be significant and once again it may prove to be an effective test for the conclusions presented 

about sustainability in this study.   

Lastly, this study was primarily interested in projects and communities that were initiated by institutions 

and only gathered data on community-initiated crowdsourcing projects because of the intersection of 

subjects between both types of projects. However, there seems to be a completely different community 

ecosystem created when there is no institutional push to create a community. This study struggled to 

find more information because of the lack of the same centralized authority with each project that 

helped establish communication between the author and research subjects. There are some key lessons 

that may be drawn from these community-initiated projects that would especially contribute to a better 

understanding of the community-led model examined in section 1.3 of this chapter. Further study into 

this field may require a different kind of study than was accomplished here, but its conclusions should 

be fruitful in gaining a better understanding of community sustainability in GLAM (or perhaps cultural 

heritage?) crowdsourcing.  
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Appendix A: Coded Interview Data  

List of Interview subjects:  

- Adrian Glew- Tate Britain, Archivist, AnnoTate project 

- Andrea Tanner- Fortnum & Mason, Archivist, Historic Hospital Admissions 

Records Project  

- Anne McClaren- Portland State University, Professor, Medieval Portland 

- Ben Brumfield- Co-founder, From the Page crowd platform 

- Caitlin Peck- Museum of East Anglian Life, Project Manager, Search for the 

Stars 

- Christian Algar- British Library, Curator, In the Spotlight  

- Christel Annemieke- Transkribus, Researcher  

- David Tilsley- Lancashire Archives, Archivist, Lancashire Newspaper project 

- Geoff Browell- King’s College London, Archivist, Linked Open Data project 

- Ian Milligan- University of Waterloo, Researcher  

- Jeffrey Sens- MYTHOS Portland, Co-founder 

- Joanna Yeung- Tottenham Hotspur Foundation, Heritage Project Manager, 

Cultural Ambassador Program 

- John Lubbock- Wikimedia UK, Community Manager  

- Judy Luis-Watson- National Archives and Records Administration, Volunteer 

Coordinator  

- Julie Martin- Northeast Document Conservation Center, Marketing and Public 

Relations Manager 

- Katie Rawson- University of Pennsylvania Libraries, Director of Library 

Services, Archive of Occupy Wall Street 

- Kristen Phelps- Library of Congress, Digitization Manager, Puerto Rican 

Cultural Heritage community project 

- Lauren Vargas- University of Leicester, Digital Fellow, Zooniverse  

- Mia Ridge- British Library, Digital Curator, Libcrowds platform  

- Rachel Happe- Engaged Organizations, Founder, The Community Roundtable  

- Samantha Blickhan- Zooniverse, Humanities Lead 

- Suzanne Isaacs- National Archives and Records Administration, Citizen 

Archivist Manager 

- Victoria van Hyning- Library of Congress, Community Manager  

Subject/The
me  

volunteer 
drop off 

community 
manager 

upskilling
/training 

ownershi
p/credit 

communi
ty leaders 

support/
attention 

transacti
onal 

Adrian Glew AG1 
 

AG4 
 

AG2 AG5 
 

Andrea 
Tanner 

  
AT2 

    

Anne 
McClaren 

  
AM1 

 
AM2 
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Ben 
Brumfield 

 
BB3 

 
BB5 BB1 BB2 

 

Caitlin Peck 
  

CP4 
    

Christian 
Algar 

CA3 CA1 
     

Christel 
Annemieke 

       

David Tilsley 
       

Geoff 
Browell 

GB1 
 

GB2 
    

Ian Milligan  
  

IM1 
   

IM3 

Jeffrey Sens  
 

JS1 
 

JS1, JS3 
   

Joanna 
Yeung 

  
JY3 

    

John 
Lubbock 

JL1 
  

JL4 
 

JL5 
 

Judy Luis-
Watson 

       

Julie Martin 
      

JM2 

Katie 
Rawson 

 
KR1 KR2 

    

Kristen 
Phelps  

 
KP1 

     

Lauren 
Vargas 

 
LVALL LV2 

 
LV1 LV4 

 

Mia Ridge MR3 MR1 MR5 
 

MR2 MR1 
 

Rachel 
Happe 

 
RH2 RH8 

 
RH1 RH6, RH7 RH10 

Samantha 
Blickhan 

 
SB1 

     

Suzanne 
Isaacs  

  
SI2 

    

Victoria Van 
Hyning  

 
VH2 

   
VH1 

 

 

 

Subject/The
me  

machine 
learning 

digital 
citizen 

labor/pr
actice 

socializi
ng 

social 
media 

funding/r
esources 

bottle
neck 

advanc
ement 

Adrian Glew 
   

AG6 
    

Andrea 
Tanner 

  
AT1 

  
AT5 

  

Anne 
McClaren 

 
AM4 
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Ben 
Brumfield 

BB7 
   

BB4 
   

Caitlin Peck 
    

CP5 CP3 CP6, 
CP7 

 

Christian 
Algar 

     
CA2 

  

Christel 
Annemieke 

CA-n All 
       

David Tilsley 
     

DT1, DT3 
  

Geoff 
Browell 

        

Ian Milligan  IM2 
 

IM4 
     

Jeffrey Sens  
     

JS2 
  

Joanna 
Yeung 

     
JY2 

  

John 
Lubbock 

        

Judy Luis-
Watson 

     
JW1 JW2 

 

Julie Martin 
     

JMALL 
  

Katie Rawson 
 

KR4 
      

Kristen 
Phelps  

     
KP2 

  

Lauren 
Vargas 

  
LV2 

  
LV6 

  

Mia Ridge 
   

MR6 MR6 MR8 
  

Rachel 
Happe 

        

Samantha 
Blickhan 

        

Suzanne 
Isaacs  

SI7 
 

SI6 SI3 
 

SI5 
 

SI1 

Victoria Van 
Hyning  

       
VH3 

 

 

Subject/ 
Theme  

contr
ol 

experime
nting 

demogra
phics 

collabor
ation 

co-
product
ion 

platfo
rms 

local 
communi
ty 

feeling 
valued 

Adrian Glew 
     

AG3 
  

Andrea 
Tanner 

AT7 
 

AT3 
   

AT4 AT6 

Anne 
McClaren 

  
AM3 
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Ben 
Brumfield 

 
BB6 

   
BBALL 

  

Caitlin Peck CP2 
 

CP4 
   

CP1 
 

Christian 
Algar 

 
CA4 

      

Christel 
Annemieke 

        

David Tilsley DT4 
 

DT2 DT3, 
DT5 

  
DT1, DT6 DT7 

Geoff Browell 
        

Ian Milligan  
        

Jeffrey Sens  JS3, 
JS4 

JS5 
    

JS3 
 

Joanna Yeung 
      

JY1 
 

John Lubbock JL3 
      

JL2 

Judy Luis-
Watson 

  
JW4 

  
JW3 

  

Julie Martin 
 

JM4 
  

JM1 
  

JM3 

Katie Rawson 
   

KR3 
    

Kristen Phelps  
    

KP4 
 

KP3 
 

Lauren Vargas 
    

LV5 
   

Mia Ridge 
    

MR7 MR3 
  

Rachel Happe 
   

RH4 RH5 
  

RH9 

Samantha 
Blickhan 

 
SB5 SB2 SB4 SB5 SB3 

  

Suzanne 
Isaacs  

SI4 
       

Victoria Van 
Hyning  

 
VH4 

 
VH5 

 
VH6 

 
VHALL 

 

 

 

 

Subject/ 
Theme 

feedback/ 
support 

motivation gamification challenge socializing benefits/ 
compensation 

Subject A A1, A2 A2 A5 A4 
  

Subject B B2 B1 
    

Subject C 
 

C3 C5 
  

C1 

Subject D D1 
     

Subject E E3 E1, E2 
 

E4 
 

E5 

Subject F F2, F4  
   

F5 
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Subject G 
 

G3 
 

G2 
  

Subject H H2 H1 
    

Subject I I5 I1, I6 
    

Subject J 
 

J2 
  

J3 J1 

Subject K 
      

Subject L  L1, L2 
     

Subject M 
 

M1 
    

Subject N N3 
 

N2 
   

 

Subject/ 
Theme 

ownership training new 
roles 

open 
access 

leadership automation technophobia/ 
philia 

Subject A A6 
     

A7 

Subject B 
 

B3 B4 
   

B3 

Subject C C4 
     

C2 

Subject D D3 
   

D2 
  

Subject E 
   

E6 
   

Subject F 
 

F2 F3 
 

F1 
  

Subject G 
     

G4 G1 

Subject H H4 
     

H3 

Subject I 
 

I4 
 

I2 I3 
  

Subject J 
       

Subject K K3 
 

K2 
 

K1 
  

Subject L  L6 
   

L5 L3 L4 

Subject M 
       

Subject N 
      

N1 

 

 

 

 

 

Appendix B: Survey Results 
 
Q1 How Long have you been volunteering for crowdsourcing projects?* 

Background 

Answered: 56 Unanswered: 0 
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Choice Total 

0-3 Months 17 

3-6 months 5 

6 months-1 year 10 

1 year+ 25 

 
 
 
 
 

 

Q2 How many heritage crowdsourcing projects have you worked on?* 

Background 

Answered: 50 Unanswered: 6 

 
 

 
 

Choice Total 

1-3 35 

3-6 8 

6-9 1 

9+ 6 

 

 

 

 

 

Q3 How many hours do you spend working on a single crowdsourcing project per week 

(Estimate)?* 

Background 

Answered: 56 Unanswered: 0 
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Choice Total 

1-2 22 

2-5 16 

5-10 10 

10+ 8 

 
 
 
 
 

 
Q5 1. Do you feel that you will continue to be satisfied with the current crowdsourcing 

work you are doing in the long term (3-5 years)?* 

Growth-Individual 

Answered: 56 Unanswered: 0  

 
 

 
 

Choice Total  

1 - Very Unsatisfied 2  

2 - Unsatisfied 2  

3 - Somewhat Unsatisfied 2  

4 - Somewhat Satisfied 13  

5 - Satisfied 16  

6 - Very Satisfied 21  

 

 

 

Q6 2. How important is an increasing level of challenge for keeping your interest and 

motivating you to continue contributing to crowdsourcing?* 

 
Answered: 56 Unanswered: 0  
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Choice Total  

1 - Very Important 11  

2 - Somewhat Important 22  

3 - Not Very Important 20  

4 - Not at All Important 3  

 
 
 

Q7 Which of the following most appeals to you as a motivation for participating in 

crowdsourcing (select up to three):* 

Growth-Individual 

 
Answered: 56 Unanswered: 0 

 
 

 

Choice Total 

  a. Training, skills and development opportunities 31 

  b. Financial restitution for hours worked 4 

  c.           Additional tasks beyond transcription, tagging, and reviewing the work of others 22 

   d.           Community-led proposals for projects  12 

   e.           Diversifying roles to include volunteer leadership on projects   16 

     f.            Other (please provide examples) 22 

 

 

 

Q8 1. How important is your relationship with a project manager to your continued 

interest in participating in a crowdsourcing project?* 

Growth-Community 

Answered: 56 Unanswered: 0 

 
Choice Total 
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1. Very Important 11 

2. Somewhat Important 13 

3. Not Very Important 13 

4. Not at All Important 15 

5. Not Applicable 4 

 
 
 
 

 

Q9 2. How important is your relationship with your fellow volunteers in the community to 

your continued interest in participating in a crowdsourcing project?* 

Growth-Community 

Answered: 56 Unanswered: 0 

 
 

 
 

Choice Total 

1. Very Important 8 

2. Somewhat Important 19 

3. Not Very Important 11 

4. Not at All Important 15 

5. Not Applicable 3 

 

 

 

 

Q10 3. Do you feel that increased attention from project managers would have a 

positive impact on your level of engagement?* 

Growth-Community 

 
Answered: 56 Unanswered: 0  
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Choice Total  

1 - Strongly Disagree 5  

2 - Disagree 4  

3 - Somewhat Disagree 5  

4 - Somewhat Agree 19  

5 - Agree 16  

6 - Strongly Agree 7  

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

Q11 4. Does your crowdsourcing project use social media as a means of interacting with 

you?* 

Growth-Community 

 
Answered: 56 Unanswered: 0 

 
 

 

Choice Total 

  Yes 20 

     No 36
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Q12 Do you feel that more social media usage, as a means of interaction between the 

crowdsourcing participants and the project managers, would have a positive impact 

on your level of engagement?* 

Growth-Community 

Answered: 56 Unanswered: 0  

 
 

Choice Total  

1 - Strongly Disagree 5  

2 - Disagree 11  

3 - Somewhat Disagree 9  

   

4 - Somewhat Agree 9  

5 - Agree 13  

6 - Strongly Agree 6  

7 - Not Applicable 3  

 
 
 

Q13 6. Do you feel that more social media usage, as a means of interaction between 

participants in the community of a crowdsourcing project, would have a positive 

impact on your level of engagement?* 

Growth-Community 

Answered: 56 Unanswered: 0 Average Rating: 4 - Somewhat Agree 

 
 

Choice Total  

1 - Strongly Disagree 8  

2 - Disagree 12  

3 - Somewhat Disagree 6  

4 - Somewhat Agree 9  

5 - Agree 14  

6 - Strongly Agree 6  
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Q14 7. Have you found crowdsourcing projects to be an opportunity to build 

relationships with your fellow volunteers?* 

Growth-Community 

 
Answered: 56 Unanswered: 0 

 
 

 

Choice Total 

  Yes 16 

     No 40 

 
 
 

Q15 8. If you said yes to the previous question, do you feel those relationships are an 

important factor in your continuing to participate in a crowdsourcing project?* 

Growth- Community 

Answered: 56 Unanswered: 0 

 
 

 
 

Choice Total 

Yes 11 

No 7 

Not Applicable 37 

Please feel free to explain below 4 
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Q16 1. Which of the following is likely to make you stop participating in a crowdsourcing 

project (Choose as many as you feel fit):* 

Limits Answered: 56 Unanswered: 0 

Choice Total 

  a. Not enough contact with project managers (absent management) 15 

  b. Too much contact with project managers (micromanagement) 15 

  c. Type of work is too difficult 30 

  d. Type of work is too easy 8 

  e. Not enough learning opportunities 12 

  f. Too many learning opportunities 1 

  g. Conflict with the personality of the project manager 14 

h. Conflict with the personality of one or more of your fellow participants 10 

  i. Restricted rights to access and use materials for your own benefit from projects 12 

you have worked on 

  j. No formal recognition of individual contributions 10 

  k. Requires more than 1 hour of work per day 17 

  l. Size of the project or group is too large 7 

  m. Size of the project or group is too small 1 

  n. No opportunities to try new types of activities 15 

Other 14 

 
Q17 2. Do you feel you would have an interest more creative types of work such as 

participating in project design or publications?* 

Answered: 56 Unanswered: 0  

 
 

Choice Total  

1 - Not at all likely 10  

2 - Not so likely 12  
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Q18 3. Do you feel you would have an interest in taking on leadership roles as a 

volunteer?* 

Limits 

Answered: 56 Unanswered: 0 Average Rating: 3 - Somewhat likely 

 
 

 
 

Choice Total  

1 - Not at all likely 14  

2 - Not so likely 11  

3 - Somewhat likely 19  

4 - Very likely 8  

5 - Extremely likely 4  

 
 
 
 
 

 

Q19 4. Do you feel as if you can sustainably continue to do crowdsourcing work for the 
foreseeable future?* 

Limits 

 
Answered: 56 Unanswered: 0 

 

 
 

Choice Total 

Yes 51 

No 3 

Please feel free to explain your answer below 17 
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Q20 1. How frequently do you participate in the group discussion found at 
crowd.loc.gov?* 

LOC 

 
Answered: 30 Unanswered: 0 

 
 

 
 

Choice Total 

1-2 posts per week 4 

2-5 posts per week 1 

5+ posts per week 0 

Daily posting 0 

Not Applicable 25 

 
 
 
 

 
Q21 2. What is your primary reason for continuing to work on “By the People”* 

LOC 

 
Answered: 30 Unanswered: 0 

 
 

 

Choice Total 

  a. Interest in history (General) 13 

  b. Interest in the Library of Congress (General) 1 

  c. Membership in other LoC affiliated programs 0 

  d. Interest in the type of work 4 

  e. Career opportunities 2 

Other 10 
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Q22 3. Do you feel that the Library of Congress has provided enough educational 

opportunities to help you do the type of work you want to do on “By the People?”* 

Answered: 30 Unanswered: 0 Average Rating: 4 - Somewhat Agree 

 

 

 
 

Choice Total  

1 - Strongly Disagree 2  

2 - Disagree 0  

3 - Somewhat Disagree 4  

4 - Somewhat Agree 6  

5 - Agree 13  

6 - Strongly Agree 5  
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Appendix C: COVID-19 Data  
 
Hi Andrew, 
 
Nice to hear from you.  I hope your thesis is progressing well. 
 
As far as crowdsourcing is concerned, we're currently working behind the scenes as AnnoTate (our 
online transcription tool) is currently paused.  Many of the imaged texts hace now been transcribed, so 
we're now in the process of reviewing their accuracy.  We're also planning to upload further digitised 
texts for transcription before re-launcing the site. 
 
Lockdown has also focussed our minds re: our inhouse volunteers thinking about how they might be 
able to transcribe some of our audio recordings whilst at home. This is something members of my team 
have been doing syccessfuly over the last two months. 
 
Additionally, we have been receiving new information about items already digitised from a handful of 
our online users. 
 
I hope this reply is helpful and good luck in completing your research. 
 
Best wishes, 
Adrian  
 
 

Adrian Glew 

Archivist 

Tate 

  

+44 (0)207 887 8830 

 

 
From: Johnstone, Andrew <andrew.johnstone@kcl.ac.uk> 
Sent: 26 May 2020 14:40 
To: Adrian Glew <Adrian.Glew@tate.org.uk> 
Subject: RE: We Met on Friday-crowdsourcing  
  
Adrian, 
Hope all is going well with you during what is an unprecedented time in history.  
If you remember me I’m over here still working through my thesis on crowdsourcing sustainability 
practices.  
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One of the things that has cropped up recently is the increased participation due to the lockdown 
procedures.  
While it’s a little late in the game for me to write up a whole chapter (maybe?) I can’t just leave it out of 
my thesis.  

Would it be possible for you to just take a minute and let me know how Covid-19 has affected your 
crowdsourcing or distance volunteering projects? Have you seen an uptick in new users? Are users 
dedicating more hours or completing more work? Has this created any challenges for you in terms of 
training or supplying sufficient resources for volunteers to work with?  
  
Any input would be of great help, thank you so much. 
  
Best Regards, 
  
  
Andrew Johnstone (he/him) 
PhD Researcher  
Department of Digital Humanities  
King’s College London 
Andrew.johnstone@kcl.ac.uk  
 

 

Hi Andrew ~ 

 

I hope you and your loved ones are safe and well--what a year it's been since we spoke last February!  

 

I've responded to your questions below (in all CAPS). As you can see, I've done nothing further with any 

crowdsourcing projects due primarily to my volunteer efforts being focused elsewhere over the past 

year. 

 

Subject B 

 

 

On Mon, Apr 5, 2021 at 9:37 AM Johnstone, Andrew <andrew.johnstone@kcl.ac.uk> wrote: 

Subject B, 

mailto:Andrew.johnstone@kcl.ac.uk
mailto:andrew.johnstone@kcl.ac.uk
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Hope all is going well with you and has been for the last year. If you had a minute I was hoping I could 

ask just a couple follow up questions from our talk back in February about your work on crowdsourcing 

projects? You can just respond in this email if that works for you: 

  

1. Have you taken up an interest in leadership roles on any similar projects? NO, I HAVE NOT.  
2. Do you feel a sense of accomplishment with the work you’ve done in the past year? ASSUMING 

YOU ARE REFERRING TO MY VOLUNTEER EFFORTS FOR THE LIBRARY OF CONGRESS, I DID FEEL A 
SENSE OF ACCOMPLISHMENT AT THE TIME. HOWEVER, I HAVEN'T DONE ANY FURTHER WORK 
FOR THEM IN MORE THAN A YEAR FOR A NUMBER OF REASONS, INCLUDING MY GREAT 
DISAPPOINTMENT WITH THEM OVER THIS ISSUE: 

https://www.washingtonpost.com/local/it-wasnt-just-the-national-archives-the-library-of-congress-

also-balked-at-a-womens-march-photo/2020/01/31/491f4f3e-42b3-11ea-b5fc-

eefa848cde99_story.html 

1.  
2. Has anyone approached you to ask for your input for  similar types of project? If not, would you 

be interested in an opportunity to share your experience with upcoming project designers? NO, 
I HAVE NOT BEEN APPROACHED BY ANYONE, AND DON'T BELIEVE I WOULD BE HELPFUL TO ANY 
PROJECT DESIGNERS AS I HAVEN'T DONE ANY SUCH CROWDSOURCING FOR MORE THAN A YEAR 
AND HADN'T DONE ALLTHAT MUCH OF IT PRIOR.  

3. Has COVID-19 in general given you more opportunities to work on similar cultural heritage 
projects? Alternatively, has COVID-19 made continued online volunteering more difficult? MY 
VOLUNTEER EFFORTS HAVE BEEN MORE FOCUSED ON POLITICAL ACTIVISM, WHICH WAS 
IMPACTED BY COVID INSOFAR AS IT ELIMINATED DOOR-TO-DOOR CANVASSING OPPORTUNITIES 
DURING 2020.  

  

That’s all I think in general and I want to thank you kindly for any response you are willing to give.  

  

SO BOTTOM LINE, I DON'T THINK I CAN BE VERY HELPFULTO YOU AT THIS POINT. 

  

Best, 

Andrew 

Andrew, 

https://eur03.safelinks.protection.outlook.com/?url=https%3A%2F%2Fwww.washingtonpost.com%2Flocal%2Fit-wasnt-just-the-national-archives-the-library-of-congress-also-balked-at-a-womens-march-photo%2F2020%2F01%2F31%2F491f4f3e-42b3-11ea-b5fc-eefa848cde99_story.html&data=04%7C01%7Candrew.johnstone%40kcl.ac.uk%7C21417e8dc3984b64006408d8f846e72a%7C8370cf1416f34c16b83c724071654356%7C0%7C0%7C637532330723142575%7CUnknown%7CTWFpbGZsb3d8eyJWIjoiMC4wLjAwMDAiLCJQIjoiV2luMzIiLCJBTiI6Ik1haWwiLCJXVCI6Mn0%3D%7C1000&sdata=KJ75LW29ZNJPp3j5X6mFVyaSf8Lzn4l0w7H0OO7vrOg%3D&reserved=0
https://eur03.safelinks.protection.outlook.com/?url=https%3A%2F%2Fwww.washingtonpost.com%2Flocal%2Fit-wasnt-just-the-national-archives-the-library-of-congress-also-balked-at-a-womens-march-photo%2F2020%2F01%2F31%2F491f4f3e-42b3-11ea-b5fc-eefa848cde99_story.html&data=04%7C01%7Candrew.johnstone%40kcl.ac.uk%7C21417e8dc3984b64006408d8f846e72a%7C8370cf1416f34c16b83c724071654356%7C0%7C0%7C637532330723142575%7CUnknown%7CTWFpbGZsb3d8eyJWIjoiMC4wLjAwMDAiLCJQIjoiV2luMzIiLCJBTiI6Ik1haWwiLCJXVCI6Mn0%3D%7C1000&sdata=KJ75LW29ZNJPp3j5X6mFVyaSf8Lzn4l0w7H0OO7vrOg%3D&reserved=0
https://eur03.safelinks.protection.outlook.com/?url=https%3A%2F%2Fwww.washingtonpost.com%2Flocal%2Fit-wasnt-just-the-national-archives-the-library-of-congress-also-balked-at-a-womens-march-photo%2F2020%2F01%2F31%2F491f4f3e-42b3-11ea-b5fc-eefa848cde99_story.html&data=04%7C01%7Candrew.johnstone%40kcl.ac.uk%7C21417e8dc3984b64006408d8f846e72a%7C8370cf1416f34c16b83c724071654356%7C0%7C0%7C637532330723142575%7CUnknown%7CTWFpbGZsb3d8eyJWIjoiMC4wLjAwMDAiLCJQIjoiV2luMzIiLCJBTiI6Ik1haWwiLCJXVCI6Mn0%3D%7C1000&sdata=KJ75LW29ZNJPp3j5X6mFVyaSf8Lzn4l0w7H0OO7vrOg%3D&reserved=0
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I'll answer your questions in order. 

 

1. Now that the project is over, have you been able to move on to other projects using the same 
skills you learned on the American Soldier? After a brief intermission, the American Soldier 
project entered its second phase. Now that all original documents have been transcribed, I've 
been editing those documents to ensure all metatags are correct and that military terms and 
initialisms have been transcribed correctly. I expect that it will require several more months to 
complete the project. By my unofficial count, I've transcribed or edited over 16,000 documents 
and will exceed 20,000 by the time the project is completed. 

2. Do you feel a sense of accomplishment having completed the project? It is a rewarding 
experience to be a part of the American Soldier project. I'm proud that my efforts are 
contributing to the preservation of thousands of personal recollections of WW2 that will be 
available to historians and others. I was unaware that Jim Crow laws were enforced at military 
installations throughout the South during WW2.  It has also been a unique learning experience 
for me as I read first-hand accounts of the discrimination faced by Black soldiers and the 
touching comments from soldiers knowing that many of them will not survive the upcoming 
battles.  

3. Has anyone approached you to ask for your input for a similar type of project? If not, would you 
be interested in an opportunity to share your experience with upcoming project designers? I 
regularly receive emails from Zooniverse informing me of new projects looking for volunteers. 
While the American Soldier project takes the majority of my free time, I often investigate one or 
more of the new Zooniverse projects to see how they're structured and to determine the 
completeness of instructional content. Each new project does include a feedback form to share 
my comments on the project.  

4. Has COVID-19 in general given you more opportunities to work on similar cultural heritage 
projects? Alternatively, has COVID-19 made continued online volunteering more difficult? It's 
clear that the pandemic has resulted in more time to devote to the American Soldier project. 
Being a retired engineer, projects like the American Soldier offer a chance to perform a valuable 
cultural service while keeping my mind active. From conversations with the project lead, he says 
that finding volunteers has not been an issue.  

 

I'd like to share some of the things I've experienced as a Zooniverse volunteer.  

•  Complex projects like those where you're asked to interpret frequency or spectral signals from 
radio or optical telescopes do require several hours experience before one becomes proficient. 
This tends to produce early frustration and a desire to find a simpler project. Regular feedback 
helps to mitigate this. One space project on which  I spent over 20 hours did periodically insert 
known signals and provided immediate feedback on answers. The immediate feedback helped 
to build confidence. 

• Many of the projects evolve over time as issues are identified and corrective actions are rolled 
out to the volunteers. With the American Soldier project, one of the changes having the greatest 
impact were changes to the metatags. New volunteers, and those who don't stay up with 
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changes, often continue to use obsolete metatags. Part of my current editing efforts is to find 
and delete these old metatags and replace them with valid ones.  

• It's important to maintain regular contact with volunteers. Zoom meetings in which volunteers 
and project staff exchange ideas and suggestions serves to recharge one's enthusiasm to 
continue on the project.  

I'd be happy to elaborate further should you wish.  

Respectfully, 

 

On Mon, Apr 5, 2021 at 8:33 AM Johnstone, Andrew <andrew.johnstone@kcl.ac.uk> wrote: 

Subject D, 

Hope all is going well with you and has been for the last year. If you had a minute I was hoping I could 

ask just a couple follow up questions from our talk back in June about your work on the American 

Soldier project? You can just respond in this email if that works for you: 

  

1. Now that the project is over, have you been able to move on to other projects using the same 
skills you learned on the American Soldier?  

2. Do you feel a sense of accomplishment having completed the project?  
3. Has anyone approached you to ask for your input for a similar type of project? If not, would you 

be interested in an opportunity to share your experience with upcoming project designers?  
4. Has COVID-19 in general given you more opportunities to work on similar cultural heritage 

projects? Alternatively, has COVID-19 made continued online volunteering more difficult?  

  

That’s all I think in general and I want to thank you kindly for any response you are willing to give.  

  

Best, 

Andrew  

  

Sent from Mail for Windows 10 

 

mailto:andrew.johnstone@kcl.ac.uk
https://eur03.safelinks.protection.outlook.com/?url=https%3A%2F%2Fgo.microsoft.com%2Ffwlink%2F%3FLinkId%3D550986&data=04%7C01%7Candrew.johnstone%40kcl.ac.uk%7C91145e73e36549b9f0c308d8f8424afa%7C8370cf1416f34c16b83c724071654356%7C0%7C0%7C637532310893840944%7CUnknown%7CTWFpbGZsb3d8eyJWIjoiMC4wLjAwMDAiLCJQIjoiV2luMzIiLCJBTiI6Ik1haWwiLCJXVCI6Mn0%3D%7C1000&sdata=LoCShcCA53qAZa8nM4ykTTY0JkeFw7yGarT7Tkmqi5I%3D&reserved=0
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HI Andrew, 

 

I do remember speaking to you! Things are as OK as they can be at this end. 

 

Unfortunately, our emphasis has had to be on keeping staff busy at home rather than maintaining 

distance volunteering or setting up our previously on-site volunteers with something to do at home. The 

latter have simply been laid off for the time being…. 

 

We have bee encouraging people generally to contribute to a COVID19 archive (we have encouraged 

volunteers to collect and write about their experiences, and some have). 

 

https://www.lancashire.gov.uk/libraries-and-archives/archives-and-record-office/our-

collections/lancashire-and-the-covid-19-pandemic-archive-collection/ 

 

Hope that helps a little. 

 

 

David 

From: Johnstone, Andrew <andrew.johnstone@kcl.ac.uk>  

Sent: 26 May 2020 14:43 

To: Tilsley, David <David.Tilsley@lancashire.gov.uk> 

Subject: RE: (2019/0439) Interview Request 

 

David, 

Hope all is going well with you during what is an unprecedented time in history.  

If you remember me I’m over here still working through my thesis on crowdsourcing sustainability 

practices.  

One of the things that has cropped up recently is the increased participation due to the lockdown 

procedures.  

While it’s a little late in the game for me to write up a whole chapter (maybe?) I can’t just leave it out of 

my thesis.  

https://eur03.safelinks.protection.outlook.com/?url=https%3A%2F%2Fwww.lancashire.gov.uk%2Flibraries-and-archives%2Farchives-and-record-office%2Four-collections%2Flancashire-and-the-covid-19-pandemic-archive-collection%2F&data=01%7C01%7Candrew.johnstone%40kcl.ac.uk%7C6a1a6db96bc9422a6f6708d802354c76%7C8370cf1416f34c16b83c724071654356%7C0&sdata=imnI4lSXQ%2F6alvFTDWdLWJPncr%2FpHYi3YnSQ2ALe6D0%3D&reserved=0
https://eur03.safelinks.protection.outlook.com/?url=https%3A%2F%2Fwww.lancashire.gov.uk%2Flibraries-and-archives%2Farchives-and-record-office%2Four-collections%2Flancashire-and-the-covid-19-pandemic-archive-collection%2F&data=01%7C01%7Candrew.johnstone%40kcl.ac.uk%7C6a1a6db96bc9422a6f6708d802354c76%7C8370cf1416f34c16b83c724071654356%7C0&sdata=imnI4lSXQ%2F6alvFTDWdLWJPncr%2FpHYi3YnSQ2ALe6D0%3D&reserved=0
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Would it be possible for you to just take a minute and let me know how Covid-19 has affected your 

crowdsourcing or distance volunteering projects? Have you seen an uptick in new users? Are users 

dedicating more hours or completing more work? Has this created any challenges for you in terms of 

training or supplying sufficient resources for volunteers to work with?  

 

Any input would be of great help, thank you so much. 

 

Best Regards, 

 

 

Andrew Johnstone (he/him) 

PhD Researcher  

Department of Digital Humanities  

King’s College London 

Andrew.johnstone@kcl.ac.uk  

Hi Andrew 

I'm fine thanks. 

 

to answer your questions. 

1. No, I don't have any interest in leadership roles in any crowdsourciing projects. I'm just a 
contributor. 

2. Yes, have done a lot of work with Libcrowds, and a little with zooniverse but less recently as I've 
been concentrating on BL maps georeferencing, which is more challenging and enjoyable. 

3. https://www.bl.uk/projects/georeferencer 

 

4. Mia Ridge drew my attention to a couple of surveys which I completed, and BL have asked me if 
I would like to join their team of BL Georeferencer Reviewers, which I may do, but I'm happy for 
the moment to continue as a contributor. If I can help in any way with project design, that would 
be OK. 

5. Covid has made no difference to my volunteering, as I'm retired and at home most of the time. 

(Sorry, Outlook has added "intelligent" numbering, and I can't find a way of removing it!) 

mailto:Andrew.johnstone@kcl.ac.uk
https://eur03.safelinks.protection.outlook.com/?url=https%3A%2F%2Fwww.bl.uk%2Fprojects%2Fgeoreferencer&data=04%7C01%7Candrew.johnstone%40kcl.ac.uk%7C921fd4fbcca04b88edc408d8faa2edce%7C8370cf1416f34c16b83c724071654356%7C0%7C0%7C637534924992592423%7CUnknown%7CTWFpbGZsb3d8eyJWIjoiMC4wLjAwMDAiLCJQIjoiV2luMzIiLCJBTiI6Ik1haWwiLCJXVCI6Mn0%3D%7C1000&sdata=KeDHm%2BqbAQRsWNTULiNYyiIv9nkHaBKuczPGGP%2Bo%2FJo%3D&reserved=0
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Best wishes 

Subject A  

 

From: Johnstone, Andrew <andrew.johnstone@kcl.ac.uk> 

Sent: 05 April 2021 14:38 

To: Subject A [email redacted] 

Subject: RE: Crowdsourcing projects  

Subject A  

Hope all is going well with you and has been for the last year. If you had a minute I was hoping I could 
ask just a couple follow up questions from our talk about your work on crowdsourcing projects? You can 
just respond in this email if that works for you: 
  

1. Have you taken up an interest in leadership roles on any similar projects?  
2. Do you feel a sense of accomplishment with the work you’ve done in the past year?  
3. Has anyone approached you to ask for your input for  similar types of project? If not, would you 

be interested in an opportunity to share your experience with upcoming project designers?  
4. Has COVID-19 in general given you more opportunities to work on similar cultural heritage 

projects? Alternatively, has COVID-19 made continued online volunteering more difficult?  
  
That’s all I think in general and I want to thank you kindly for any response you are willing to give.  
  
Best, 
Andrew 
  
  
Sent from Mail for Windows 10 

 

I don’t think I can answer your questions specifically, but I can provide an update—perhaps this will do?  

 

Our building has been closed to the public since March 16, and staff worked remotely for about seven 

weeks after that. We didn’t have an open transcription projects at that time, so one of our top priorities 

was to upload more content for our “virtual volunteers” on FromThePage 

(https://fromthepage.com/adah). In honor of the centennial of the 19th Amendment, we posted twelve 

women’s manuscript collections (2,042 pages). These required full-text rather than form-based 

transcription, so they differed from our two previous projects (index cards of military service records). 

Also unlike our earlier work, we made the new collections public rather than asking users to contact us 

for login credentials. We don’t have as much information about the volunteers because of that, but 

https://eur03.safelinks.protection.outlook.com/?url=https%3A%2F%2Fgo.microsoft.com%2Ffwlink%2F%3FLinkId%3D550986&data=04%7C01%7Candrew.johnstone%40kcl.ac.uk%7C921fd4fbcca04b88edc408d8faa2edce%7C8370cf1416f34c16b83c724071654356%7C0%7C0%7C637534924992592423%7CUnknown%7CTWFpbGZsb3d8eyJWIjoiMC4wLjAwMDAiLCJQIjoiV2luMzIiLCJBTiI6Ik1haWwiLCJXVCI6Mn0%3D%7C1000&sdata=3AHD8ysWY7faTCHm1K8ie2jZBsWFrHkgrgZdCXPR2tc%3D&reserved=0
https://eur03.safelinks.protection.outlook.com/?url=https%3A%2F%2Ffromthepage.com%2Fadah&data=01%7C01%7Candrew.johnstone%40kcl.ac.uk%7Cdfb318ec1bad4857a69308d803513c9f%7C8370cf1416f34c16b83c724071654356%7C0&sdata=%2BQIFclPMWtlBNviLczDbPN%2FvIriXsVkHfBNuCRvIo6g%3D&reserved=0
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according to statistics available on FromThePage (accessed on May 27), 142 people have contributed a 

total of 193,854 minutes (about 3,230 hours) to our projects. Two months after publishing the new 

content, nine collections have been fully transcribed, and the remaining three are almost complete.  

 

I’ve only received direct feedback from one new user, but he was most pleased with the experience. He 

called just to tell me that, which made my day, and he reiterated the sentiment in an email earlier this 

week (he was writing to report a problem, yet he still gave us kind feedback): “By the way.....this activity 

has been a WONDERFUL experience....I tell all who are willing to listen to my ranting.” 

 

I hope this helps! 

 

Meredith McDonough 

Digital Assets Coordinator 

Alabama Department of Archives and History 

P.O. Box 300100 

Montgomery, Alabama 36130-0100 

phone: 334-353-5442 

fax: 334-240-3125 

email: meredith.mcdonough@archives.alabama.gov 

 

From: Johnstone, Andrew <andrew.johnstone@kcl.ac.uk>  

Sent: Tuesday, May 26, 2020 8:39 AM 

To: Hudson, GeorgiaAnn <GeorgiaAnn.Hudson@archives.alabama.gov> 

Cc: McDonough, Meredith <Meredith.McDonough@archives.alabama.gov> 

Subject: RE: Community Sustainability in DH 

 

Hi y’all, 

Hope all is going well with you during what is an unprecedented time in US history.  

If you remember me I’m over here still working through my thesis on crowdsourcing sustainability 

practices.  

One of the things that has cropped up recently is the increased participation due to the lockdown 

procedures.  

mailto:meredith.mcdonough@archives.alabama.gov
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While it’s a little late in the game for me to write up a whole chapter (maybe?) I can’t just leave it out of 

my thesis.  

Would it be possible for you to just take a minute and let me know how Covid-19 has affected your 

crowdsourcing or distance volunteering projects? Have you seen an uptick in new users? Are users 

dedicating more hours or completing more work? Has this created any challenges for you in terms of 

training or supplying sufficient resources for volunteers to work with?  

 

Any input would be of great help, thank you so much. 

 

Best Regards, 

 

Andrew Johnstone (he/him) 

PhD Researcher  

Department of Digital Humanities  

King’s College London 

Andrew.johnstone@kcl.ac.uk  

Hi Andrew, 

 

We've seen a definite increase, particularly at the start of lockdown. Unfortunately I don't have any 

capacity to look at more precise stats for now. 

 

It's definitely created challenges in terms of keeping material flowing into the system so people have 

something to work on, and the sudden surge in interest from people interested in starting projects has 

been very welcome but also time-consuming. 

 

Cheers, 

 

Mia 

 

---- 

mailto:Andrew.johnstone@kcl.ac.uk


225 
 
 

 

NB: I'm working fewer hours than usual around ongoing medical appointments (not COVID-19 related) 

until October 2020. I may be slow to respond to email or respond outside usual working hours.   

   

Dr Mia Ridge 

Digital Curator, Western Heritage Collections, Digital Research team 

Co-Investigator, Living with Machines 

Principal Investigator, Collective Wisdom: the state of the art in cultural heritage crowdsourcing 

The British Library, St Pancras, London, NW1 2DB 

https://livingwithmachines.ac.uk/ http://bl.uk/digital  

 

From: Johnstone, Andrew [andrew.johnstone@kcl.ac.uk] 

Sent: 26 May 2020 14:41 

To: Ridge, Mia; Algar, Christian 

Subject: RE: Share Survey 

Hope all is going well with you during what is an unprecedented time in history.  

If you remember me I’m over here still working through my thesis on crowdsourcing sustainability 

practices.  

One of the things that has cropped up recently is the increased participation due to the lockdown 

procedures.  

While it’s a little late in the game for me to write up a whole chapter (maybe?) I can’t just leave it out of 

my thesis.  

Would it be possible for you to just take a minute and let me know how Covid-19 has affected your 

crowdsourcing or distance volunteering projects? Have you seen an uptick in new users? Are users 

dedicating more hours or completing more work? Has this created any challenges for you in terms of 

training or supplying sufficient resources for volunteers to work with?  

  

  

  

Any input would be of great help, thank you so much. 

  

Best Regards, 
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Andrew Johnstone (he/him) 

PhD Researcher  

Department of Digital Humanities  

King’s College London 

Andrew.johnstone@kcl.ac.uk  

Hi Andrew - 

 

Nice to hear from you and I hope the thesis is going well.  

 

Here is the page from our annual report that is coming out next week related to the COVID data we 

collected (as an addendum)  

 

 

 

 

The other thing that may be interesting to you is that we translated our community ROI to the individual 

level - to show the generative business model enabled by communities. The data in this chart is for 

Advanced Communities (i.e. customer communities) which is the most mature segment and represents 

what an average member contributes and receives, based on the answers they provide and access. It’s a 

bit simplistic but it is the way we can look at value across all communities and normalize on one metric. 

mailto:Andrew.johnstone@kcl.ac.uk
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Most communities generate a lot more value, some of which is impossible to effectively capture so this 

really just represents the value that is easy to capture and translate into financial figures. 

 

 

 

 

Let me know if you have questions! 

 

Rachel 

 

 

On May 26, 2020, at 9:44 AM, Johnstone, Andrew <andrew.johnstone@kcl.ac.uk> wrote: 

 

Rachel, 

  

Hope all is going well with you during what is an unprecedented time in history. 

If you remember me I’m over here still working through my thesis on crowdsourcing sustainability 

practices. 

One of the things that has cropped up recently is the increased participation due to the lockdown 

procedures. 

While it’s a little late in the game for me to write up a whole chapter (maybe?) I can’t just leave it out of 

my thesis.  

 

 

mailto:andrew.johnstone@kcl.ac.uk
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Would it be possible for you to just take a minute and let me know how Covid-19 has affected your 

crowdsourcing or distance volunteering projects? Have you seen an uptick in new users? Are users 

dedicating more hours or completing more work? Has this created any challenges for you in terms of 

training or supplying sufficient resources for volunteers to work with? 

  

Any input would be of great help, thank you so much. 

  

Best Regards, 

  

  

Andrew Johnstone (he/him) 

PhD Researcher  

Department of Digital Humanities  

King’s College London 

Andrew.johnstone@kcl.ac.uk 

Hi Andrew! 

 

Thanks for your email. I’m well, all things considered. Very grateful to be working on crowdsourcing 

which has really come into its own during the pandemic. 

 

Yes, By the People has seen a huge spike in participation in terms of numbers of active registered users, 

anonymous participation, and rate of transcription and review of pages. To give one stark example, 

volunteers have reviewed over 10k pages in “Letters to Lincoln” over the last 5 weeks. I attach a chart 

that shows site activity over the lifetime of the entire BTP project (not just Lincoln). It will speak for 

itself. We haven’t yet established methods for sharing this kind of data with researchers and 

how/whether they can be published. It’s an ongoing discussion here, but I thought it would be helpful 

for you to see. 

 

With this rise we’ve seen an increase in social media follows, questions from the community via our 

discussion forum, email, and so on. To take email as an example, we’ve had 7x as much in April as in 

February. 

 

mailto:Andrew.johnstone@kcl.ac.uk
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We’ve had lots of media coverage, some of which is captured here: 

https://historyhub.history.gov/message/8229. 

 

We’ve probably done about as much programming and outreach as ever. A virtual transcribe-a-thon for 

our Herencia Campaign back on March 19th (pivoted from an in person and virtual to fully virtual); we’ve 

done a webinar with our educator colleagues here, and National Council of Teachers of English (covered 

in the Washington Post article linked on History Hub—details of the event are in the Whitman Campaign 

description on this page https://crowd.loc.gov/campaigns-topics/). We’ve done additional office hours 

and webinars and are considering doing more.  

 

Since March, 3 Campaigns have completed---Susan B. Anthony, Whitman, Carrie Chapman Catt, and 

others are not far behind, ie Barton and Lincoln. We’ve rolled out the Blackwell family materials on April 

6th, and already amazing progress:  

 

1,328 contributors (of which 1 comprises all anon activity) 

 Completed 8,459 

 Needs Review 18,084 

 In Progress 1,792 

 Not Started 29,279 

 

We’ve just pushed out new content today, but are starting work on more materials because the pace 

seems to be picking up. 

 

I’m cc:ing the crowd inbox and my colleague Carlyn Osborn, one of the new BTP Community Managers. 

She’s been at LC for about 5 years, so new to the project, not the institution. I’ll be wrapping up my work 

here at the Library to start a new job at University of Maryland, College Park, iSchool as an Assistant 

Professor of Library Innovation. Hope to be teaching a crowdsourcing course before too long! My new 

email is vvh@umd.edu. Do be in touch. I’d love to hear (and read!) how your work is progressing.  

 

My two cents re: your thesis—maybe an epilogue on the pandemic and crowdsourcing? 

https://eur03.safelinks.protection.outlook.com/?url=https%3A%2F%2Fhistoryhub.history.gov%2Fmessage%2F8229&data=01%7C01%7Candrew.johnstone%40kcl.ac.uk%7C23583f5616ca424c059908d80413dc3a%7C8370cf1416f34c16b83c724071654356%7C0&sdata=MlMGLPiFFBgQ2ZYH2I4edJXb2hnTNzJNSbxtqVfQCn4%3D&reserved=0
https://eur03.safelinks.protection.outlook.com/?url=https%3A%2F%2Fcrowd.loc.gov%2Fcampaigns-topics%2F&data=01%7C01%7Candrew.johnstone%40kcl.ac.uk%7C23583f5616ca424c059908d80413dc3a%7C8370cf1416f34c16b83c724071654356%7C0&sdata=aKP5NLa2flodlueHc1IYXaUvTGOCNqpwO0R9hXBZzKs%3D&reserved=0
https://eur03.safelinks.protection.outlook.com/?url=https%3A%2F%2Fcrowd.loc.gov%2Fcampaigns%2Fblackwells-extraordinary-family%2F%3Ftranscription_status%3Dcompleted&data=01%7C01%7Candrew.johnstone%40kcl.ac.uk%7C23583f5616ca424c059908d80413dc3a%7C8370cf1416f34c16b83c724071654356%7C0&sdata=SJE7AWVXjYY1tQ0tmyE3FBso0%2F3NvMC2eXuzEWCJaC8%3D&reserved=0
https://eur03.safelinks.protection.outlook.com/?url=https%3A%2F%2Fcrowd.loc.gov%2Fcampaigns%2Fblackwells-extraordinary-family%2F%3Ftranscription_status%3Dcompleted&data=01%7C01%7Candrew.johnstone%40kcl.ac.uk%7C23583f5616ca424c059908d80413dc3a%7C8370cf1416f34c16b83c724071654356%7C0&sdata=SJE7AWVXjYY1tQ0tmyE3FBso0%2F3NvMC2eXuzEWCJaC8%3D&reserved=0
https://eur03.safelinks.protection.outlook.com/?url=https%3A%2F%2Fcrowd.loc.gov%2Fcampaigns%2Fblackwells-extraordinary-family%2F%3Ftranscription_status%3Dsubmitted&data=01%7C01%7Candrew.johnstone%40kcl.ac.uk%7C23583f5616ca424c059908d80413dc3a%7C8370cf1416f34c16b83c724071654356%7C0&sdata=So9VhE5xSbMBOior3sS3cymgMsGCUp0n1sS3EIul3RQ%3D&reserved=0
https://eur03.safelinks.protection.outlook.com/?url=https%3A%2F%2Fcrowd.loc.gov%2Fcampaigns%2Fblackwells-extraordinary-family%2F%3Ftranscription_status%3Dsubmitted&data=01%7C01%7Candrew.johnstone%40kcl.ac.uk%7C23583f5616ca424c059908d80413dc3a%7C8370cf1416f34c16b83c724071654356%7C0&sdata=So9VhE5xSbMBOior3sS3cymgMsGCUp0n1sS3EIul3RQ%3D&reserved=0
https://eur03.safelinks.protection.outlook.com/?url=https%3A%2F%2Fcrowd.loc.gov%2Fcampaigns%2Fblackwells-extraordinary-family%2F%3Ftranscription_status%3Din_progress&data=01%7C01%7Candrew.johnstone%40kcl.ac.uk%7C23583f5616ca424c059908d80413dc3a%7C8370cf1416f34c16b83c724071654356%7C0&sdata=y4FBbaifi%2BMs%2BpLjAD8Fo33sOyd6lMtvEYS%2FDGM%2Fe6I%3D&reserved=0
https://eur03.safelinks.protection.outlook.com/?url=https%3A%2F%2Fcrowd.loc.gov%2Fcampaigns%2Fblackwells-extraordinary-family%2F%3Ftranscription_status%3Din_progress&data=01%7C01%7Candrew.johnstone%40kcl.ac.uk%7C23583f5616ca424c059908d80413dc3a%7C8370cf1416f34c16b83c724071654356%7C0&sdata=y4FBbaifi%2BMs%2BpLjAD8Fo33sOyd6lMtvEYS%2FDGM%2Fe6I%3D&reserved=0
https://eur03.safelinks.protection.outlook.com/?url=https%3A%2F%2Fcrowd.loc.gov%2Fcampaigns%2Fblackwells-extraordinary-family%2F%3Ftranscription_status%3Dnot_started&data=01%7C01%7Candrew.johnstone%40kcl.ac.uk%7C23583f5616ca424c059908d80413dc3a%7C8370cf1416f34c16b83c724071654356%7C0&sdata=IomNt7iANX87XzcTqyFndMYBV8%2BiEiyN4dQPnDiMzhI%3D&reserved=0
https://eur03.safelinks.protection.outlook.com/?url=https%3A%2F%2Fcrowd.loc.gov%2Fcampaigns%2Fblackwells-extraordinary-family%2F%3Ftranscription_status%3Dnot_started&data=01%7C01%7Candrew.johnstone%40kcl.ac.uk%7C23583f5616ca424c059908d80413dc3a%7C8370cf1416f34c16b83c724071654356%7C0&sdata=IomNt7iANX87XzcTqyFndMYBV8%2BiEiyN4dQPnDiMzhI%3D&reserved=0
mailto:vvh@umd.edu
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-Victoria 

 

From: Johnstone, Andrew <andrew.johnstone@kcl.ac.uk>  

Sent: Tuesday, May 26, 2020 9:39 AM 

To: Van Hyning, Victoria <vvanhyning@loc.gov> 

Subject: RE: Contact crowd.loc.gov: Interview Request 

 

Victoria, 

 

Hope all is going well with you during what is an unprecedented time in US history.  

If you remember me I’m over here still working through my thesis on crowdsourcing sustainability 

practices.  

One of the things that has cropped up recently is the increased participation due to the lockdown 

procedures.  

While it’s a little late in the game for me to write up a whole chapter (maybe?) I can’t just leave it out of 

my thesis.  

Would it be possible for you to just take a minute and let me know how Covid-19 has affected your 

crowdsourcing or distance volunteering projects? Have you seen an uptick in new users? Are users 

dedicating more hours or completing more work? Has this created any challenges for you in terms of 

training or supplying sufficient resources for volunteers to work with?  

 

Any input would be of great help, thank you so much. 

 

Best Regards, 



231 
 
 

 

 

 

Andrew Johnstone (he/him) 

PhD Researcher  

Department of Digital Humanities  

King’s College London 

Andrew.johnstone@kcl.ac.uk  
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