
Zooniverse: Public Engagement 
Through Online Citizen Science

Lucy Fortson 

Interdisciplinary Publicly-Engaged Scholarship                                                       November 10, 2017 



Machine algorithms only 
as good as their training. 

The Data 
Deluge 



Which is better at spotting the tiger?

A computer? Or a five-year-old child?



Galaxy Zoo website launched in 2007 inviting public to 
classify the shape of one million galaxies: spiral or elliptical? 

• ~40 million classifications by nearly 150,000 users in ~1 year!
           Roughly 3.3 continuous person-years!



Astronomy not the only discipline with 
too much data!



Zooniverse.org launched in 2010



120+ projects
100+ peer reviewed papers

110+ FTE effort in one year

!!!!

Yippee!
Way to go 

crowd!

…umm…but how
can they build 
projects that 

fast???

…wait…do you 
think they 

counted me on 
penguinwatch.org?

1.7 million people worldwide!



Subject Types: Single or multiple images, video 
Project Types: Questions, drawing/annotations, drop-down, open text 

Zooniverse DIY Project Builder



Growth in Disciplines



Planetary Response Network

5,000 volunteers, 650,000 classifications for maps of destruction used by 
first responders for islands hit by Hurricanes Irma and Maria



Anatomy of a Zooniverse Project 

Primary task 

interface 

“Talk” – where 

volunteers discuss 

their fin
dings. 

“Blogs” – 

where 

volunteers 

hear fro
m the 

research team. 



Why volunteers classify



Success Matrix

Cox et al 2015 

There are no projects 
with high public 

engagement that are 
unsuccessful at 

contributing to research.



Zooniverse@UMN

•  Projects with UMN Research Team Members
•  Projects with UMN Developer 
•  Many upcoming projects!!

Galaxy Zoo! Ancient Lives! Andromeda Project! Snapshot Serengeti! Radio Galaxy Zoo!

Measuring the ANZACs! Decoding the Civil War! Mapping Change!Muon Hunter! Supernova Hunter!

Currently funded by: CSE, 
CBS, CLA, UMII, Libraries !



Researcher 
resources: data 

science 
algorithms!

Zooniverse@UMN: 
Current & Future 

Initiatives

Optimizing Human & 
Machine Classifiers!

Connect data 
collection to 
data analysis 

projects!

Research 
enabled 
by citizen 
science!

Technical 
Innovation!

Education & 
engagement!

Understand best 
practices in 

engaging the crowd!
Incorporate citizen 

science in K-16 
classrooms!

Facilitate gains in 
critical thinking skills!

Workshops 
and helpdesk 

to develop 
new projects!



Thank You!

Build your own project!

https://www.zooniverse.org/lab 



Zooniverse international web dev, design, & research team (28 people strong): 
- Oxford: 7 devs, 2 researchers, 1 communications lead, PI Chris Lintott  
- Adler: 7 devs, 1 designer, 1 researcher, co-I Laura Trouille 
- UMN: 1 developer,  1 data scientist, 4 researchers, lead Lucy Fortson  
- Portsmouth: 1 data scientist, lead Karen Masters 

Credits

Funded in part by: NSF, NASA, NOAO, NEH, Google, Sloan in the US

AND THANKS TO ALL OUR VOLUNTEERS WHO MAKE ALL OUR WORK POSSIBLE !!

Zooniverse Team Meeting at UMN, October 2016



BACKUP SLIDES 



Calculating Success

Cox et al 2015 



Volunteer pathways 
between projects 



Age breakdown 



Volunteer demographics – sex 


