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Project overview

The main objective of the Citizen Science Toolkit Project was to develop a website that will provide guidance and resources to individuals and organizations engaged in, or interested in undertaking, citizen science, volunteer monitoring, or participatory action research initiatives.  The website structure and content was largely informed by the Citizen Science Toolkit Conference held at the Cornell Lab of Ornithology (CLO) in the spring of 2007.  The conference brought together a carefully selected group of scientists, educators, technology specialists and other experts from various backgrounds to discuss how to best support new and existing projects. Based in large part on the input and insights offered by the Toolkit Conference participants, the resulting site, Citizen Science Central, offers users a variety of resources aimed at assisting with citizen science program development, implementation, and evaluation.  These include, but are not limited to:

· A catalog of projects involving public participants in real-world research (the Projects section)

· A toolkit containing ideas and resources for supporting projects (the Toolkit section)

· A catalog of peer reviewed publications about, or produced through, public participation in scientific research (the References section)

· A section featuring  projects that incorporate citizen science and climate change (not addressed by this report)

· Complete proceedings of the 2007 Citizen Science Toolkit Conference

Evaluation overview

The key objective of the evaluation was to assess the effectiveness of the Citizen Science Central website’s information and presentation in guiding ISE professionals through the program development and implementation process.  Factors considered in assessing effectiveness include:

· Ease of use, sufficiency, and appropriateness of Citizen Science Central content

· Quality and sufficiency of program development and implementation assistance provided

To address these issues, two versions of an online survey were developed: one for subscribers to an email listserv related to Citizen Science Central, and the other for participants in the 2007 Toolkit conference.  Both surveys documented the respondents’ involvement in citizen science, their use of and opinions about the Citizen Science Central site, and suggestions for making the site even more useful.  Survey invitations were sent via email.  The survey of listserv members generated 143 responses, while the survey of Toolkit Conference participants yielded 23 responses. 

Evaluation findings

The first set of questions sought to document the nature of the survey respondents’ involvement in citizen science, and thus to provide more information about users of the site.  The responses summarized in Table 1 below suggest that most of the respondents are currently involved in citizen science in a professional capacity. 
Table 1.  Percent of respondents involved in citizen science in specified capacity

	Response
	Listserv members
	Conference participants

	Currently involved in citizen science
	78%
	87%

	Past, present and/or future involvement
	97%
	100%

	Involved as part of paid profession or job
	85%
	95%

	Type of involvement
	
	

	    Professional scientist
	32%
	32%

	    Educator
	21%
	21%

	    Project support staff
	16%
	21%

	    Other
	21%
	21%


Respondents’ roles in citizen science vary considerably, with the vast majority playing multiple roles in the projects in which they are involved.  The most common roles, with over 60% of respondents involved in each, were recruiting and training volunteers, developing educational and training materials, disseminating findings, and facilitating on-site participation.  Other roles frequently mentioned include defining research questions, designing protocols, collecting data, and analyzing data.  Respondents were somewhat less likely to be involved evaluating outcomes and impacts (50%) and developing/maintaining websites (44%).  Respondents represent local, regional, national and international citizen science projects that focus on scientific research, education, and conservation.

Citizen Science Central visitation and use

The second set of questions focused on how often and how recently respondents visit the Citizen Science Central site, and which sections of the site they use.  Of the listserv members, about 18% of the respondents had never previously visited the Citizen Science Central site, but most (70%) had visited at least a few times.  35% had visited in the past month; the remainder had visited more than one month ago.  Toolkit conference participants were more likely to have visited at least a few times (95%); however, similar to listserv members, only 35% had visited in the past month.  Table 2 below summarizes visitation to the various sections of the site.
Table 2.  Percent of site visitors who had previously visited the specified section of the Citizen Science Central site.
	Website section
	Listserv members
	Conference participants

	Projects
	59%
	73%

	Toolkit
	46%
	86%

	References
	33%
	46%

	Conference proceedings
	20%
	82%


As might be expected, when listserv respondents were asked what prompted their most recent visit to the site, the most frequent answer was that they followed a link in an email newsletter (34%), followed by coming to find specific information (18%) and checking in/browsing for new content (17%).  Conference participants were more likely to be seeking specific information (32%) or browsing (32%).  

When asked if the information they found on their most recent visit was useful to them, 73% of respondents on both surveys said yes (most others said they could not remember).  
Toolkit conference participants were also asked whether they felt the knowledge and expertise they shared was represented on the current Citizen Science Central site; 100% said it was.
Respondents to the listserv survey were also asked to rate their general level of interest in various types of content and features of the site.  Table 3 below summarizes their responses; there was very little difference between levels of interest for the three main components of the site.

Table 3: Listserv respondents’ interest in website features

	
	Not interested
	Somewhat interested
	Very interested

	Ability to access information about existing citizen science projects via the Projects page
	3%
	33%
	64%

	Access to a collection of peer-reviewed publications about citizen science research
	5%
	35%
	60%

	Access to tools for developing and sustaining projects
	6%
	33%
	61%


When asked what would prompt them to visit the various sections of the website more often, the most frequent responses from both sets of respondents for the Projects and Toolkit sections were increased content, and notification about new content.  Open-ended comments suggested that some users felt the Projects section could be enhanced by additional/advanced search features and providing more information about each project.  While users thought the Toolkit section contained useful information, some suggested that navigation could be streamlined.  A few mentioned that the step-by-step format in this section would be nicely complemented by a downloadable .PDF that users could keep for future use.  For the References section, access to full .PDFs of the articles was by far the most desired feature. Several users pointed out that many in the field of citizen science don’t have access to, or can’t afford the high cost of, online journal access.

Selected comments from Citizen Science Central users (both surveys):

· “This [the Reference section] is by far one of the most outstanding list of references I have ever come across, this is a very strong aspect of the website that is very useful to community organizations that don't always have access to search these kinds of journals.”

· “It's a great site. Relatively easy to navigate. Lots of good resources.”

· “As a researcher new to the field of citizen science, I appreciate all the help you provided as we developed and continue to maintain our invasive species program.”

· “I'm really impressed with the toolkit itself. There's so much diversity in programs, that it was quite evident at the conference that one size does not fit all, and you've created a useful way of getting started (addressing many of the variables).”

· “Please continue to grow the site. It is needed.”

· “I am very thankful that the Citizen Science Toolkit is acting to keep the momentum [from the conference] moving and to provide a forum for exchange of ideas and a clearing house for information.”

· “Love the Web site and the concept it promotes - facilitating citizen science.”

· “I look forward to future visits to this site. I especially like the breadth of the resources available.”

Other open-ended comments focused on future directions for the field, and many identified a need for an organization or society for those involved in citizen science, volunteer monitoring and participatory action research, with an accompanying peer-reviewed journal, for the field, as well as an active, interactive online community.  

Summary

The Citizen Science Central site developed by CLO clearly meets its goal of providing guidance and resources to individuals and organizations engaged in, or interested in undertaking, citizen science, volunteer monitoring, or participatory action research initiatives.  The site embodies the ideas and insights generated by the Citizen Science Toolkit conference.  In terms of the evaluation objectives, the evidence from the user surveys show that the site meets both of the standards listed below.
· Ease of use, sufficiency, and appropriateness of Citizen Science Central content 
· Site users appreciate and are interested in the current content offered by the site.  All three of the main content areas (Projects, Toolkit, and References) featured on Citizen Science Central were of strong interest to most users.
· Users would like to see even more content added, and say they would visit more often if notified when updates to the site are made, indicating an interest in visiting more often.

· The content addresses the needs of those involved in a wide variety of citizen science projects.

· The content addresses the needs of individuals who play various roles in citizen science projects, including scientists, educators, and project staff.

· Quality and sufficiency of program development and implementation assistance provided

· Toolkit conference participants feel that the ideas and guidance generated by the conference are reflected on the site.

· Most users have visited the site on multiple occasions, and many come with the goal of finding specific types of information and ideas.

· The majority of users say that the information they find on the site is useful to them.

· Open-ended comments suggest that users find the Citizen Science Central site to be of high quality, and that the site meets a need in the field of citizen science.

As the Citizen Science Central site emerges from its early years of operation, CLO project staff should think about how the site might build on its current level of success by addressing the needs and suggestions identified by users: expanding content, keeping it updated, and notifying users of new content of interest.  Alternatively (or additionally), it is important to consider how the site might fit in and grow with other ventures that aim to address the broader call for a formal organization or society that focuses on the field of citizen science.  The Citizen Science Central site developed by CLO has already made a significant contribution to the field of citizen science by providing a well-organized clearinghouse of information related to the field, and the site has the potential to evolve into an even more dynamic, interactive destination for ISE professionals and others in the field who seek to develop, support, and improve citizen science research initiatives.

