
Director’s Brief: Crowdsourcing 

This document provides an overview of crowdsourcing and is intended to be a vehicle for further 
discussion as part of the strategic planning process.  Crowdsourcing is part of a larger trend toward 
participatory service models that harness technology-enabled sharing and collaboration to provide 
creative, value-added, user-centric products and services.  Keeping apprised of emerging technologies 
and trends has been crucial to ensuring that libraries continue to evolve alongside a number of 
disruptive technologies and in the face of bleak economic realities.  Participatory service in general, 
and crowdsourcing in particular, provide an affordance for the provision of relevant and cost-
effective services in such an environment. 

What Is Crowdsourcing?  

Teamwork on Steroids 

Crowdsourcing can be thought of as 
teamwork on steroids. It uses social 
engagement techniques to achieve an 
ambitious end goal, which is realized by a 
distributed network of individuals working 
autonomously. It involves asking the 
public to help complete tasks, organize 
information, find solutions and provide 
ideas and feedback, often for free. 
Crowdsourced product/service 
development draws on the knowledge and 
creativity of the general public, on the 
basis that ‘many minds are better than 
one.’ On sites like Threadless.com, 
InnoCentive.com, and Quirky.com anyone 
can try their hand at a range of tasks in 
order to bring new products to market. 

Members of ‘the crowd’ are free to choose which aspects of the project they want to work on- from 
color selection and design, to creating a marketing slogan, to solving complex engineering problems. 
Recompense for the work ranges from nothing but the pride of bringing a product to market and the 
joy of practicing a skill, to profit sharing or prizes.   
 
Not Just Outsourcing 

Despite its rich potential for creative input and relationship building, crowdsourcing is often mistaken 
for outsourcing, carrying with it the negative connotations of labor exploitation. Indeed, the term 
crowdsourcing was first coined in 2005 by journalist Jeff Howe while investigating the private-sector’s 
practice of outsourcing. Yet, outsourcing is only part of the equation; crowdsourcing is “...the act of 
taking a job traditionally performed by a designated agent (usually an employee) and outsourcing it 
to an undefined, generally large group of people in the form of an open call” (Howe, 2006). But 
crowdsourcing is more than a way of raising profit margins through a scalable, on-demand, 
inexpensive labor force.  
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https://www.threadless.com/
https://www.innocentive.com/
https://www.quirky.com/
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Efficient and Creative Problem Solving 

Increasingly, government and non-profit organizations are using crowdsourcing as a powerful means 
for problem solving (Estellés-Arolas, & González-Ladrón-de-Guevara, 2012).  One problem that 
libraries and museums face, for example, is having more artifacts than time to digitize and index 
them. As a result, many digital collections languish in back rooms, indefinitely unavailable for public 
consumption. New York Public Library’s (NYPL) What’s On the Menu? project is an example of solving 
the backlog problem. NYPL’s patrons and foodies everywhere are making quick work of manually 
transcribing the individual dishes on 45,000 menus in order to improve search functionality. 
Crowdsourcing is also well suited for tackling scientific and social problems of significant scale, 
wherein the public completes simple, discrete tasks such as uploading sound recordings in support of 
soundscape ecology research, or scanning satellite photos to help solve classic needle-in-the-haystack 
problems like the search for downed Malaysia Airlines Flight #370.  While crowdfunding- obtaining 
small financial contributions from numerous people using sites like Kickstarter.com- is part of the 
larger crowdsourcing tool kit, it is beyond the scope of this document. 

 
 

 

How Are Libraries Using Crowdsourcing? 

Libraries use crowdsourcing to enhance their collections, bolster user experiences, improve 
information retrieval systems, and build patron relationships. Crowdsourcing is a powerful and 
transparent way of inviting a diverse public to help make decisions, generate ideas, create new 
services and content, tag and transcribe digital collections and correct bibliographic records.   
 
 

The 5 W’s (and one H) of Crowdsourcing 

http://menus.nypl.org/
https://www.globalsoundscapes.org/
http://www.tomnod.com/nod/
https://www.kickstarter.com/
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Enhancing Collections and Improving Information Retrieval 

Soliciting user-generated content from the crowd, such as a book review or an instagram selfie, 
allows the library to provide first person context to their collections, thereby enhancing user 
experience and strengthening the library’s role as community hub. The British Library’s UK SoundMap 
project asked the crowd to submit short recordings of music, voices, narrations, and other 
environmental sounds, and to geotag, content tag and comment all of the sound files in order to 
create a unique mash-up of what the UK sounds like (Ellis, 2014). Projects like this position the library 
as both generator and guardian of research materials that are of local and national interest. 
 
Libraries and cultural heritage organizations have been particularly successful at tapping the crowd to 
make information more accessible. The 2008 launch of The Commons on Flickr is a well-known 
example of the unprecedented speed at which hundreds of thousands of historical photos can 
become discoverable by asking the public to tag and comment on them. In an updated twist on this 
concept, The Metadata Games gather vast amounts of useful data on archival material by presenting 
classification tasks as a suite of cloud-based games that can be played solo or as a synchronous, 
collaborative two-player game. The crowd can also be a reliable resource for resolving OCR errors, 
applying human intelligence where computers fail. Crowdsourced transcription of historical 
documents, like NYPL’s menus, The Biodiversity Heritage Library’s (BHL) natural history collection and 
the University of Iowa Libraries’ Civil War-era diaries, have all benefited from the collective 
intelligence of the crowd.   
 
 

Ideation and Feedback  

Asking patrons what they think, 
listening to them, and then 
implementing their ideas goes a long 
way toward creating a truly transparent 
and participatory library. With this in 
mind, the Ottawa Public Library 
developed Imagine, a crowdsourcing 
initiative to solicit ideas on Ottawa’s 
library of the future. The one month 
campaign saw 12,000 unique visitors to 
the portal, 1000 ideas, 900 comments 
and 20,000 votes casted (Ideavibes, 
2013). The DC Public Library undertook 

a similar initiative to reimagine a new central library, harnessing the ‘ridiculously easy group forming 
ability of the internet’ as Clay Shirky (2008) describes it, to develop the MLK Library Renovation 
Community (Ideascale, 2014). Using an open source software platform, interested parties submit 
their ideas in the form of a question (to encourage group conversation) and then vote the various 
ideas up or down, such that the best ideas rise to the top.   

 

MLK Library Renovation Community  
Source: Ideascale https://dclibrary.ideascale.com/ 

 

http://sounds.bl.uk/sound-maps/uk-soundmap
http://sounds.bl.uk/sound-maps/uk-soundmap
https://www.flickr.com/commons
http://www.metadatagames.org/
http://menus.nypl.org/
http://biodivlib.wikispaces.com/Purposeful+Gaming
http://digital.lib.uiowa.edu/cwd/
http://www.imagine-opl-bpo.ca/
https://dclibrary.ideascale.com/
https://dclibrary.ideascale.com/
https://dclibrary.ideascale.com/
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What Are the Key Factors to Consider?  

Work being done for free? By an unskilled, distributed network of unknown actors? Crowdsourcing is 
a radical departure from our traditional understanding of how an organization, and society in general, 
operates. What motivates libraries and volunteers to participate? 

Affordances and Motivations 

Significant benefits for both the library and the volunteer/participant can accrue from crowdsourcing 
initiatives. Large-scale tagging, transcription and bibliographic control projects improve and add value 
to existing IR systems and reduce backlog of archival materials. In this way, the library is able to 
achieve goals that would otherwise be too costly and labor-intensive. They are also an effective way 
to instill in the larger public a sense of ownership and responsibility for the institution’s continued 
viability (Ellis, 2014). Volunteers flock to these types of projects, either because it’s fun, it allows 
them to practice a skill, or because they care deeply about a certain subject matter, say biodiversity, 
or a particular community, and can obtain a sense of worth and belonging by participating at any 
level.  Mary Flanagan of the Metadata Games project points out that a library can harness this 
interest to “...create a path toward a deeper experience with the collections and the institution” 
(Library of Congress, 2013, para. 11).  Certainly, creating new paths to engagement is of primary 
interest to all libraries.  
 
Crowdsourced ideation engages existing users and draws in new ones, as evidenced by both the 
Ottawa and the DC Public Library projects. Co-creation efforts like these supply the library with a 
great diversity of viewpoint, augmenting in-house expertise with the personal experiences and 
knowledge the crowd. First-hand insights propel innovation, lead to user-centric services and build 
loyalty.  Incorporating patrons and the wider community into the library’s planning process takes the 
guesswork out of understanding what users want with much higher levels of engagement and 
transparency than surveys, and with faster results delivered in real-time. Patrons have always wanted 
to provide their two cents, share ideas and collaborate, but now with the ‘ridiculously easy group-
forming’ capability of the internet (Shirky, 2008) and a ‘cognitive surplus’, or excess of time for 
creative and intellectual tasks (Shirky, 2010), users expect to be  part of the decision-making process. 
Participants crave the social recognition and sense of accomplishment that comes from volunteering 
their time and skills for a good cause. 

Challenges 

Research shows that when anybody can contribute as much or as little as they want, the 80/20 rule is 
usually invoked; the majority of work is done by a minority of users (Holley, 2010; Shirky, 2008). This 
means that for large scale tagging and text correction/transcription projects, the ‘super users’, 
despite being intrinsically motivated, will need extra attention over time. Regularly adding new 
content and more challenging end-goals will keep them motivated, as will being publicly recognized 
or ‘promoted’ to moderator positions (Holley, 2010). Ensuring users feel valued, challenged, and 
entertained takes a lot of work, which is why crowdsourcing projects are not ‘free’ (Ellis, 2014). 
Crowdsourced service planning also requires strong leadership and oversight in order to maximize 
participation and to avoid the “innovator’s dilemma” of paying attention to patrons’ current demands 
to the exclusion of anticipating future ones (Schachter, 2013).  
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The most challenging element to consider might be the perceived threat that crowdsourcing poses to 
information professionals and library staff. The notion of substituting ‘inside experts’ with outside 
amateurs’ is a counterintuitive, paradigm-shifting idea. Crowdsourcing projects require high levels of 
trust. Trust that volunteers have useful skills and knowledge to share; trust that the work of a 
decentralized, diverse group of individuals making independent decisions can be successfully 
aggregated; and trust that there will still be a place for the trained information professional in this 
brave new world.  
 
Born out of Open Source principles, powered by ‘the ridiculously easy group-forming’ capabilities of 
the internet, and sustained by a diverse group of individuals with time to burn and ideas to share, 
crowdsourcing brings collaboration to a whole new level at an astonishingly low cost. 
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