
University of San Diego University of San Diego 

Digital USD Digital USD 

Digital Initiatives Symposium 

Apr 28th, 10:45 AM - 11:25 AM 

Crowdsourcing Metadata: the Revolutionary Cataloging Interface Crowdsourcing Metadata: the Revolutionary Cataloging Interface 

and How it Can Help YOUR Library Expose and Promote Hidden and How it Can Help YOUR Library Expose and Promote Hidden 

Collections Collections 

Samuel T. Barber 
CSU Fullerton, sbarber@fullerton.edu 

Follow this and additional works at: https://digital.sandiego.edu/symposium 

 Part of the Cataloging and Metadata Commons, and the Digital Humanities Commons 

Barber, Samuel T., "Crowdsourcing Metadata: the Revolutionary Cataloging Interface and How it Can Help 
YOUR Library Expose and Promote Hidden Collections" (2021). Digital Initiatives Symposium. 19. 
https://digital.sandiego.edu/symposium/2021/2021/19 

This Event is brought to you for free and open access by Digital USD. It has been accepted for inclusion in Digital 
Initiatives Symposium by an authorized administrator of Digital USD. For more information, please contact 
digital@sandiego.edu. 

https://digital.sandiego.edu/
https://digital.sandiego.edu/symposium
https://digital.sandiego.edu/symposium?utm_source=digital.sandiego.edu%2Fsymposium%2F2021%2F2021%2F19&utm_medium=PDF&utm_campaign=PDFCoverPages
http://network.bepress.com/hgg/discipline/1270?utm_source=digital.sandiego.edu%2Fsymposium%2F2021%2F2021%2F19&utm_medium=PDF&utm_campaign=PDFCoverPages
http://network.bepress.com/hgg/discipline/1286?utm_source=digital.sandiego.edu%2Fsymposium%2F2021%2F2021%2F19&utm_medium=PDF&utm_campaign=PDFCoverPages
https://digital.sandiego.edu/symposium/2021/2021/19?utm_source=digital.sandiego.edu%2Fsymposium%2F2021%2F2021%2F19&utm_medium=PDF&utm_campaign=PDFCoverPages
mailto:digital@sandiego.edu


Crowdsourcing Metadata: the Revolutionary Cataloging Interface and How it Can Crowdsourcing Metadata: the Revolutionary Cataloging Interface and How it Can 
Help YOUR Library Expose and Promote Hidden Collections Help YOUR Library Expose and Promote Hidden Collections 

Presenter 1 Title Presenter 1 Title 
Cataloging and Metadata Librarian 

Session Type Session Type 
Event 

Abstract Abstract 
The crowdsourcing of metadata to expose and promote hidden collections is a significant and growing 
development in libraries, archives and museums, and offers hitherto unparalleled mass-collaborative 
potential for digital humanities projects. Originating from the field of citizen science, the online 
Zooniverse platform has been successfully utilized for this purpose by institutions including the Imperial 

War Museum, the Folger and the Huntington. This session presents recently published original research1 

in order to analyze and explain the automated quality control features of this major metadata 
crowdsourcing digital platform. The results, it is argued, are truly revolutionary. We conclude with a brief 
description of the ‘Project Builder’ feature which enables other institutions – and perhaps even yours – to 
create new experimental projects aimed at exposing hidden collections via the online crowdsourcing of 
robust, reliable and accurate metadata. 

1 Barber, S.T. (2018). The Zooniverse is expanding: crowdsourced solutions to the hidden collections 
problem and the rise of the revolutionary cataloging interface, Journal of Library Metadata, 18:2, 85-111. 
DOI: https://doi.org/10.1080/19386389.2018.1489449 

Location Location 

Keywords Keywords 
Hidden collections, Crowdsourcing, Zooniverse, Operation War Diary, Digital Humanities, Metadata, 
Quality Control, Mass collaboration 

Creative Commons License Creative Commons License 

This work is licensed under a Creative Commons Attribution-Noncommercial-No Derivative Works 4.0 
License. 

This event is available at Digital USD: https://digital.sandiego.edu/symposium/2021/2021/19 

https://doi.org/10.1080/19386389.2018.1489449
http://creativecommons.org/licenses/by-nc-nd/4.0/
http://creativecommons.org/licenses/by-nc-nd/4.0/
http://creativecommons.org/licenses/by-nc-nd/4.0/
http://creativecommons.org/licenses/by-nc-nd/4.0/
https://digital.sandiego.edu/symposium/2021/2021/19




Barber, S.T. (2018). The Zooniverse is expanding: crowdsourced solutions to the hidden collections problem and 
the rise of the revolutionary cataloging interface, Journal of Library Metadata, 18:2, 85-111. 
https://doi.org/10.1080/19386389.2018.1489449

Presenter
Presentation Notes
A very warm welcome to this concurrent session at Digital Initiatives 2021. By way of introduction, please allow me to describe some of the things this talk is not.

First, though I absolutely recognize the potential benefits of crowdsourcing when considering solutions to the hidden collections problem, I do not see myself or my work as embodying an attempt to ‘convert’ people to support a particular ‘cause’. I have long believed such decisions are local. I am here merely to inform these considerations.

Nor is this a holistic treatise on crowdsourcing in its broader, inter-disciplinary context. The focus is very much on libraries, archives and museums. Please do feel free, however, to address wider issues in the Q&A at the end. 

Finally, it is important to make clear – as we shall see – that the crowdsourcing of metadata is not about replacing professional and para-professional catalogers with volunteers. If anything, it is about augmenting our capacity to do our work. 

https://doi.org/10.1080/19386389.2018.1489449


Presenter
Presentation Notes
Let’s begin by considering the problem that represents the starting point for the consideration of crowdsourcing in the context of library metadata. This stark statement dates from 2007 but, if anything, is ever more pertinent today.



Presenter
Presentation Notes
And here’s a brief summary of Hidden Collections literature. These ideas and concerns are likely very familiar to you all.

Hubbard, M. A., & Myers, A. K. D. (2010). Bringing rare books to light: The state of the profession. RBM: A Journal of Rare Books, Manuscripts, and Cultural Heritage, 11(2), 134–151.
Prochaska, A. (2008). The hidden collections of North America. RLUK First Conference: The Power of Knowledge. 
Tabb, W. (2004). ‘Wherefore are these things hid?’ A report of a survey undertaken by the ARL Special Collections Task Force. RBM: A Journal of Rare Books, Manuscripts and Cultural Heritage, 5(2), 123–126.
Yakel, E. (2005). Hidden collections in archives and libraries. OCLC Systems & Services: International Digital Library Perspectives, 21(2), 95–99.



Presenter
Presentation Notes
Our profession has, to my mind, responded very well to the challenges posed by Hidden Collections. The ‘flexible’ approach mirrors the exhortation of ‘More Product, Less Process’ from the archival field. Being honest, I’m personally not the biggest fan of ‘quick and dirty’ cataloging in the bibliographic context. Ultimately, brief records will need revisiting to add full descriptions later. That said, it is inescapably true that ‘some access is better than none’, and such decisions have exposed previously hidden collections. 

To my mind, far more successful is the vastly increased level of inter-institutional collaboration, as exemplified by the creation of the Hidden Collections Registry and the Mellon-funded work that it enables. This is a clear success story. However, the scale of the Hidden Collections problem is such that library professionals have also actively considered new, experimental solutions. 





Presenter
Presentation Notes
And this, of course, is where we meet the crowd.



Presenter
Presentation Notes
I’m sure many, if not all, of us will be familiar with crowdfunding? May I ask if any of the audience have actively participated in this?



Presenter
Presentation Notes
And how many of you have contributed crowdsourced data?



Presenter
Presentation Notes
The truth, of course, is that we all have. On the proviso that we have used a computer, smartphone or generally browsed the internet. Google search-logs and web tracking, along with facebook et al’s monetization of personal data perhaps constitute the controversial side of the phenomenon. More positively, however, apps such as waze rely of crowdsourced data to assist users find the most efficient – and safest – route home. I believe this is a major consideration in Southern California, correct? (!)





Presenter
Presentation Notes
Turning to the crowdsourcing of metadata, we can clearly see its roots in citizen science. Zooniverse’s ‘Galaxy Zoo’ project perhaps remains the pinnacle achievement – many millions of galaxies were accurately described by volunteers. Notably, these descriptions take the form of classification. Morphological classification, to be precise, based on the shape of the galaxy.



Presenter
Presentation Notes
Is it really surprising, therefore, that citizen science’s utilization of the crowd might also apply to library science?



Presenter
Presentation Notes
Perhaps not. And these major institutions – along with many others – are now actively involved in the crowdsourcing of metadata designed to describe collections held by libraries, archives and museums. 



Presenter
Presentation Notes
As I mentioned at the start of today’s concurrent session, this is not about replacing catalogers with volunteers. 
Or even mirroring the recent McDonald’s model to replace catalogers with robots. 



Presenter
Presentation Notes
The rationale is explained by this simple graph (not to scale). Now, it’s true I have not visited every Library Cataloging Unit or Department in the world. I have seen a fair few, however, and I’ve yet to find one that has a capacity that exceeds its workload. And, of course, budgetary constraints and pressures dictate that this situation will not change anytime soon.

If we factor into this graph the enduring prevalence of Hidden Collections, then perhaps we begin to see the reason institutions first began to consider utilizing the crowd. And it is precisely the shortfall indicated above that forms the target for such initiatives.



Presenter
Presentation Notes
When faced with the prospect, however, of volunteers with little – or even zero – previous experience of creating metadata to describe library collections, you may not be surprised to hear that there is some reticence and concern in our profession. This, in my view, is of course fully justified. We all spend countless hours and considerable efforts to ensure our library data is accurate, relevant and reliable. The quality control of crowd-created metadata, therefore, is an understandably high priority. 



Presenter
Presentation Notes
And it is for precisely this reason that my research has termed the latest generation of crowdsourcing platforms revolutionary cataloging interfaces. Why? Because a range of automated quality control features are built into these interfaces, ensuring the accuracy, relevance and reliability of generated data with only limited oversight required from project managers/moderators. The identification and explanation of these quality control features shall form the majority of the rest of this presentation.



Presenter
Presentation Notes
Our example project is Operation War Diary (OWD), a joint initiative launched by the Imperial War Museum and the UK’s National Archives in conjunction with Zooniverse in January 2014. Though now retired due to largely meeting and in some areas exceeding its project aims, OWD remains an extremely useful case study. The collection at the heart of the project embodies over 1.5 million pages of official British Army regimental diaries dating from the First World War. Some interface features are therefore naturally tailored to these collection documents, though many are universal and might be applied to a wide range of collection formats and types. 



Presenter
Presentation Notes
The first quality control feature embedded in the OWD interface is both obvious and easily-overlooked. 

Now, please don’t misunderstand me, I am as big an admirer of MARC as the next cataloger, and Henriette Avram should truly be considered a genius for her creation. However, I cannot say with a straight face that I find the metadata creation interface in the right more intuitive and easier to use than the one on the left. 
The replacement of numerical codes (MARC tags) with lexical terms is of course something catalogers may look forward to with BIBFRAME. The further addition of pictorial icons only increases ease of use and intuitiveness, a notion confirmed by my research. We see a calendar icon for ‘Date’, a clockface for ‘Time’ and a geo-tag icon for ‘Place’. The idea here is simple: the less time catalogers spend thinking about the interface and where the metadata they are recording should be placed, the more they are free to concentrate on the actual metadata they are creating. 



Presenter
Presentation Notes
Next, we see the consensus principle. The consensus principle relies first on a decision common to many library-related crowdsourcing projects: that a document or resource is not considered ‘complete’ until five descriptions have been submitted by five separate volunteers. In this example, we see our five volunteers are assigning metadata for a named person. Three have input ‘Barber’ (the spelling of my family name), one ‘Barbour’ (a typical Scots variant spelling of the same name) and one ‘Barbar’ (perhaps as a result of a typo, or perhaps owing to ambiguous handwriting on the source document). 

The interface initially accepts all data values, before applying the consensus principle. This is very simple: the most popular data value is entered as THE final data value for the particular entity being described. I spoke to the interface designers about the possibility of retaining ‘losing’ values for named persons, places etc. as variant entries, and they said though this was under consideration, at that time it was not deemed of benefit to the project’s needs. In the event of a tie, the values are automatically forwarded to a project moderator. I was assured that these cases were a) surprisingly rare and b) were typically resolved very quickly. 



Presenter
Presentation Notes
The interface’s clustering algorithm utilizes proximity mapping to automatically determine when submitted values are being assigned to the same entity on the original resource. 

Now, though I’m sure you’ll be aware of this already, it’s worth pointing it out anyway. If I held a photographic print in front of you and asked you to say what it was, you’d reply ‘a photo’ or ‘a picture’ or ‘a photographic print’. If I scanned the print and held a copy of the digitized surrogate before you, you’d either say the same, or additionally ‘a print out’ or ‘a scan of the original’ or something similar. However, if I asked a computer the same question it would reply ‘it is a pixelated image at so-and-so resolution with an x and y axis.’ This basic principle lies at the heart of the clustering algorithm: the possibility to assign x-y coordinates to very specific areas in a digital image.



Presenter
Presentation Notes
Here, we see a volunteer from the crowd is entering data to describe a named place – Blandain – a village east of Lille, just on the Belgian side of the border with France. Their workflow is to select the ‘Place’ icon, which ‘arms’ their mouse cursor with a pin to drop on the screen, much like Apple or Google Maps. Now, if additional volunteers (remember, five descriptions are required before this document is considered complete) do the same, as long as their pin is placed within 3% of other pins along the vertical axis, and within 10% along the horizontal, the interface records the data values as pertaining to the same entity. The consensus principle will then be applied. 
Why the percentage variance between the vertical and horizontal axes? Simply because written words tend to be longer than they are tall. 



Presenter
Presentation Notes
When placed on the screen, the geo-tag pin opens up a window with a free-text field for recording the place name. A Google map applet is embedded, and the volunteer is asked whether the place can be added to the map. This constitutes the next automated quality control feature of the interface. 

Here, for demonstrational purposes, I have entered the place name of my home institution, Fullerton. And I can indeed add it to the map.



Presenter
Presentation Notes
But wait! The map depicts a small village just south of Andover in southern England. It’s all gone wrong? Right?

Well no, the interface is working perfectly. It is connected via a look-up service to the Geonames database, and the place names available from this controlled vocabulary have been limited to the geographical coverage of the collection items. Namely, England, France, Belgium, the Netherlands and Germany.



Presenter
Presentation Notes
Last, we see two examples of drop-down menus containing terms available for selection by the volunteer. These terms, of course, constitute controlled vocabularies that have been developed prior to launch by the project designers. 

As you might be thinking, many of these automated quality control features serve to limit both the type of data and the values that volunteers may submit. In the context of projects such as these, of course, limitations are valuable as they serve to add to the level of automated quality control. In this context, restrictions are a good thing. 



Presenter
Presentation Notes
The session title promised that we would also spend time considering how your own institution may benefit from the crowdsourced metadata phenomenon. 

Here, we see Zooniverse’s ‘Project Builder’ – “Anyone can build a Zooniverse project. Just upload your data and choose the tasks you want the volunteers to do.”



Presenter
Presentation Notes

‘Kitteh Zoo’ is a demonstrational project built with the Project Builder. The Project Builder is free of charge, and makes the revolutionary cataloging interface available for all. Institutions wishing to experiment with a crowdsourcing project, therefore, must simply digitize their collection items, upload the files, configure the Project Builder to ensure all required data entities will be captured, construct controlled vocabularies (if desired) and they’re pretty much good to go!

A live initiative utilizing the Project Builder may exist in one of three states.
 A Public Project seeks volunteers from a pre-identified crowd (e.g., a local community of students and staff from an institution or consortium of institutions, or a group of people with specialist knowledge and/or interest).
 A Review Project, on the other hand, enlists the assistance of the global Zooniverse volunteer community. The project is placed in Review, subjected to testing from volunteers and assessed to ensure it adheres to Zooniverse rules. The content must be legal, inoffensive and adhere with copyright laws, and the project must aim to support research and produce at least one formal publication.
 Should a project pass Review, it may become an official Zooniverse Project and appear in the project list on the Zooniverse homepage




Presenter
Presentation Notes
I very much hope you’ve enjoyed this concurrent session, and warmly invite your questions and comments. Thank you.
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