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The Communities & Crowds project aims to strengthen the relationship between the National Science and Media Museum (NSMM)’s concepts of participatory practice and the online crowdsourcing efforts within cultural institutions in the UK and US. In doing so, the project will examine how institutions can incorporate volunteers in the process of digitising collection collections – both locally and globally – with a focus on decolonisation and democratisation.

Following from previous volunteer phone interviews conducted at the start of the Communities and Crowds project, the research aims to understand the volunteers’ experiences of in-person volunteering so far and their expectations of the Zooniverse project development phase, and to ascertain whether there are any concerns or any specific support needed at this stage.
The project team and audience research team agreed a set of research objectives and questions for this stage of the project.
For detailed information regarding the core research questions and scope, please see Appendix.

To better understand the volunteers’ experience of in-person volunteering so far
· How have they found exploring photographs in the archive and the process of digitisation?
· What, if anything, have they found technically challenging?
· Do they feel they have had any agency in any aspect of the project?



[image: ]

2. To better understand the volunteers’ changing motivations
· What are their hopes for the project – what do they hope to achieve?
· Do they have any other aspirations for the photographs they are uncovering?

3. To better understand their expectations of the Zooniverse project development phase
· What is their understanding of Zooniverse and how might they expect to be able to use it?
· Are there any aspects of the work that they are looking forward to or not looking forward to doing?
· Do they think they will like the online aspects less or more than the in-person aspect of the project?
· How do they feel about problematic (racist/outdated/offensive) language being made public on Zooniverse collections online?

4. To better understand if there are any concerns about the project that might be addressed/any specific support needed

· Have they felt supported during the project, particularly when encountering sensitive and problematic language and images?
· What further support do they need?
2. Methodology
A three-hour focus group session took place at NSMM in February 2023, with all four volunteer participants present.

All participants consented to the focus group being recorded and notes taken and were given the chance to ask questions or raise concerns about the project and the methodology both before and during the session. Recordings will be deleted following the submission of this report.

3. Headline findings
1) Volunteers generally had a very positive experience of volunteering in this stage; particularly in:
a) being able to explore personal interests and personal connections with the material
b) getting to be involved in events for Windrush and Black History Month
c) beginning to have conversations with communities about the material

2) Volunteers felt that they had learned a range of new skills over the course of this stage of the project, including:
a) collecting and collating photographs
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b) interpreting and critically evaluating images and their accompanying text
c) scanning and digitisation
d) curation of photographs for events

3) Volunteers felt their motivations since the telephone interviews had shifted or been
enhanced, but not entirely changed by working on the project. This included:
a) discovering new interests and pursuing them
b) finding a new appreciation for the collection
c) enjoying the social aspect of working within the volunteer group

4) Volunteers had many ideas and aspirations for the project and the images collected:
a) using images for education in schools and working with elderly people
b) replacing the images which are always used in the media, and changing the narrative around women
c) making connections around the world and inviting many people to engage with the content

5) Volunteers were cautiously optimistic about the Zooniverse phase of the project.
a) While they were not sure they understood fully how to use Zooniverse, they were confident that they would learn quickly as they had done during digitisation
b) They were excited (if nervous) to put their work out into the world and see the response from the public
c) They were keen to start this phase as soon as possible after having received training

6) Volunteers felt that they had been well supported in their project work by the immediate team, although they had some significant issues and concerns which they felt had disrupted the project and made it harder for them to retain skills:
a) Disruption to scheduling caused by staff changes, train strikes and other circumstances
b) Continuing accessibility issues for one volunteer who is a wheelchair user
c) Concern that staff were not being supported through changes which then ‘trickled down’ to the volunteers themselves
Volunteers’ main request for further support was in the resolution of the above issues and to be well-supported through the technical stages of using the Zooniverse platform.
“This has just reminded us of when we first started, what it felt like, to the place where right now we’re running through it. From the first tiny steps. I would say it’s a journey. And it's been an enjoyable one. Even though through no fault of anyone we haven’t been in [the archive] as much as we could have.”
Volunteer’s final comments on this stage of the project

4. Things to think about
1) Explore future opportunities for access to the archive for volunteers, as this group found accessing the archive to be rewarding and continued to describe this as a ‘privilege’.

2) Consider how best to support volunteers’ interests and aspirations as they move into later stages of the project, for example by providing resources and opportunities to continue or develop their skills and co-create events and displays.

3) Continue to focus on the social aspect of in-person volunteering, as this group of volunteers found it especially rewarding.

4) Consider the legacy of the project by exploring volunteers’ ideas for use of images in the future, such as educational programming, outreach and publication.

5) Explore how disruption to scheduling might be mitigated in future, as volunteers felt supported by training and by individual project staff but found this detrimental to their work.

6) Make sure that access plans are developed for volunteers with accessibility needs to ensure that there are no barriers to working with the archive for these participants.


5. Detailed findings
5.1 Volunteer experiences
Volunteers were asked a series of questions about how they had found the previous stage of the project, exploring, scanning and digitising the images.

Exploring
All volunteers enjoyed exploring the archive during this stage of the project, and similarly to the findings from the first stage of research, they reported that they felt ‘privileged’ to have access to the archive.

They particularly valued:
· Access to the large collection of images
· Being able to choose to go through folders that were of particular interest to them, such as the Caribbean folders
· Finding photographs that were older than they expected, and learning about varied aspects of history from them

· The opportunity to look very closely at the images and reading the information on the back of the photographs

“[It was] really good. I mean, it’s been an experience. The archive’s been there for a long time. We didn’t know there was an archive there before, and then when we actually got to
see those pictures, they were just amazing…”

"What we did was pick folders out of the containers and systematically go through folders that would be of interest to us, particularly the Caribbean folders, those were the most interesting. Also, looking at photograph, we learned a bit of history as in what was going on in history at the time, as early as 1933…”

Personal connections
In the first stage of the project, it was highlighted that volunteers looked forward to being able to explore their personal interests and connections with the project as three out of the four volunteers had ancestral connections to the geographic area of the Caribbean.
They were particularly interested in how communities had lived in the past and been presented in the press.

Volunteers reported that they had been able to explore this interest and had found a great deal of material which they connected with. This was often a close and emotional personal connection for the volunteers.

“When you look at the pictures from Jamaica, even myself who was born there, some of it was nostalgic but some of it made me think about how hard it was to leave your home, your birth home, to travel and get this kind of abuse. It was a big learning curve. It really makes you appreciate those people that came up during that period. (...) For me when I look at those pictures, I see the beauty of those people and how they were struggling.”

Volunteers spoke about the difference between the lives portrayed in the images and the press coverage of communities at the time. They agreed that they themselves had developed a better understanding of the period from exploring the archive.

"Well, I certainly didn’t have any clue as to what was going on in those decades, 
back in the 70s we all – I think I read the Sun newspaper.” 
“We did! And I think we all read (...) the Daily Express and the Sunday People.” 
“There was no positive mention of the Caribbean in any of those papers.”
“We didn’t question our reading that type of material and how subjective it was.”
Conversation between two volunteers

Scanning and digitisation
Volunteers felt that they had handled learning and using digitisation during the project. All volunteers referred to digitisation as a new skill they felt they had learned. In the first stage interviews volunteers had seen digitisation as a “means to an end” and did not expect to enjoy this process much. However, volunteers’ experiences in this stage showed that they had gained enjoyment from learning and practising the skill of digitising.

“[Digitisation] is a skill, and it’s good to gain a new skill and enjoy it at the same time.”

Technical challenges
Volunteers did encounter some technical challenges during their time scanning and digitising. Usually this took the form of:
· Getting used to an entirely new skill concept
· Dealing with elements of Photoshop with which they were unfamiliar
· Interrupted schedules meaning that they could not practise as often as they needed

This third reason was most spoken about by volunteers who all agreed that the skills were easier to master when they were able to practise them regularly, but they found it difficult to pick back up after an extended period without it (see 5.4 Support). They were, however, optimistic that they would be able to pick it back up eventually.

“Because of how much I’ve been able to come in, it’s sometimes difficult, possibly for all of us but certainly is for me, that you learn something one week and you get to grips with it and you’re like, ‘Yeah, I've got this!’ (...) like some of the other stuff like cataloguing. You’re like ‘Yay, I’ve done it!’ And then suddenly you’re out two weeks either for access reasons or for other reasons, and you come back and go, ‘What was that again?’”



“You have to remember how to scan, you have to be on it, because it can’t stay up here all the time. (... ) With digitising, I will not remember a thing. It is what it is. With a bit more
practising, with a will and a way, we’// get there…”

Agency
Volunteers spoke about their sense of being able to ‘get on with it’ to an extent when it came to their project work. They considered themselves to be a well-working small group and felt that they received and gave a lot of support within their small network despite the interrupted schedules and differing levels of access to the archive. They were able to access internal support when needed (see Support) but were also left to do their own work.

Reflecting findings from the first stage, volunteers felt that they had been able to explore the areas that they were interested in and choose photographs for further study that most interested them. Particularly volunteers spoke with pride about the events that they had been able to be part of for Windrush and Black History Month and the process of choosing images and interpreting them for these occasions.

“We did two displays as well. The annual Windrush event that we hold in 
Bradford and one for Black History Month…” 
“It was great to get to be part of some of it.” 
Conversation between two volunteers

Interpretation
Volunteers talked about the process of interpreting images for the public in Windrush and Black History Month events. They discussed how they chose the images and how they categorised them, their own limitations and their appreciation for people who have skill in interpretation. They looked forward to doing more of this type of work in the Zooniverse 
phase (see 5.2 Changing motivations).

“We put them into a story, didn’t we? [Other volunteer agrees] Migration, arrival, settlement and then there were some where we didn’t know where to put them, so we’ve
put them into three different categories…”

“There are people who are good at using art and pictures for that. They can interpret it
really much better than just describing it…”

Public interest
Volunteers were excited about the public interest in the project and images, which they experienced during the Windrush and Black History Month events. At these events they had members of the public asking them about the archive and how to access it, and about any upcoming exhibitions. Two of the volunteers said this had been their favourite part of the project so far.

“A lot of people were asking how they could access it and when the exhibition going to be on. It drew interest from all generations. It was really nice to see. (...) 
It was a really good day, we got a lot out of it…”

They were able to have conversations with members of the public about their personal connections and memories which the images provoked. This encouraged their motivations for the future of the project and sparked ideas for the material in future (see next section, 5.2 Changing motivations).

“I think the elders from the community, the women, were really blown away by the images because they said, ‘Oh, I remember, I used to have a dress like this…’ They talked about when they were young, when they were in Jamaica, so there’s all that conversation of memory for them as well…”

“For me, I would say [the best thing about putting the displays together was] the appreciation from others. Watching people’s eyes light up just looking at it. In my head, 
I’m thinking that if their eyes lit up with just these few photos here,
 just imagine if they had access to the lot of it…”
5.2 Changing motivations
Motivation
In the first stage of research, volunteers outlined their motivation for taking part, which for most volunteers was about having a prior interest in the museum and collection, wanting to continue in volunteering in the public sector, and wanting to build new skills.

While volunteers said that their motivations had not changed much, they did feel that they had shifted or been ‘enhanced’ as the project went on, as they found new things interesting and wanted to explore different avenues further. This varied for each volunteer.

For example, the project enhanced one participant’s interest in photography, based on the critical discussion of the images they explored:


“/ don’t think my motivations changed. I think it might have been more enhanced. Generally, just trying to think more about what you’re trying to capture in an image. There’s a lot more critical thinking skills that I never thought I had. In one sense, 
that’s made me become more aware of what I’m trying to do with the camera. 
Usually, I’d just glance and snap at whatever I can. Now I’m thinking 
‘What do I want people to think?’ when I capture an image…”

For another participant, they felt that their motivations shifted when the nature of the project became clearer to them:

“It’s hard to think about what my motivations were. When I first came in, I don’t know what I expected, it wasn’t that I had no expectations (...) we came in and we got told what we were going to do, it was going to just be a museum volunteering thing, but when the first
folder came out, I fell in love because it was just like, ‘Wow’…”

A third participant, who had previously worked with the archive, felt their motivations had changed significantly, focusing on the social aspect of work with the group:

“/ feel like my motivations have changed a lot (...) I was really pleased to be told about this project and to be included in it because I've got a long-standing affinity with the Herald, but also my circumstances have changed quite a lot, so for me it was the experiment to see what I can do. I feel being part of this group has been great so if you like my alliance is now less with the Herald and more with the group. [... ] When I started I would be coming because ‘I’m going to do stuff with the Herald’ and now I’m like, ‘I’m going to get to do this stuff with the group’…”

All volunteers made it clear that felt they’d like to continue working with the material for an extended time and felt sad that the project would eventually come to an end. They also agreed that they would like to participate in other projects like this in the future.

“We could end up pulling a thread forever and ever and ever going, ‘Oh, that’s interesting.
And that’s interesting.’ So, in a way, that bit makes me sad because at some point we’ll stop doing it…”

‘I’m sure that when we come to the end of it, we could find something else to do with those picture so we carry on…”

Hopes for the project
Volunteers were excited to get the project ‘out into the world’ and to let others see the large collection of images that they had found.

They hoped for:
· A large footfall of visitors and people interested in the material
· New connections around the world
· Bringing in new voices and perspectives on the material
· A better awareness of volunteering and access opportunities

“/ just have always loved the Daily Herald anyway, but getting it out to the world, to anyone

who’s interested, to see those images could be really interesting. And if we get the questions and all the stuff right, it should bring in loads of stuff…”

“I didn’t know about this research week until obviously I started doing this volunteering. I didn’t know you could actually have access to come and have a look at the Herald
collection. I wasn’t aware of that…”

Aspirations for photos
Volunteers also had some specific aspirations for the photographs that they had discovered. They wanted to be able to show these photographs to the public, and beyond that aspired that the images:
· Could be part of educational programming, and had spoken to members of the project team about making the collection accessible to schools in Bradford
· Could be taken into elderly day centres and events for older people and used in a therapeutic manner in these communities
· Could enhance the efforts to tell the stories of people involved in Windrush and other events of importance to the communities
· Might supplement or replace the same few images of events such as Windrush which they see being repeated frequently, such as in the media and at annual events
· Could increase visibility of the women in these communities’ history, as most frequently used images are of men

“I think it’d be nice to take it to some of the elderly day centres as well. Obviously like driving, wheelchair access and those that can’t get out. I think it’d be nice if it could actually take it out of the museum to them…”

“That we’re able to do something different, that people will see a different image of their life experience. It might be sort of telling a similar story, but it’s a different image and not just the same 2–3 images. It’s always the same. It’s like they say 'Go off. Yeah, get the images.’ (…) Yes, that’s the one they always get. So, I think it’ll be nice…”

Additionally, the volunteers described some of the images as so powerful that they felt a connection, ownership and responsibility towards them and wanted them to be seen.

“Different parts of history are getting illuminated like that picture of the woman with all those meat porters walking past…” 
“Oh, for me that’s got to be the best. That’s my picture. I love it so much…”
“/ know, that one for me is [volunteer j’s picture], that’s what I called it in the presentation…” “It’s her strength and her knowledge of self. (...) For me that picture says everything…”
Conversation between two volunteers


5.3 Zooniverse phase
Understanding Zooniverse
At the time of the focus group, volunteers had received training on the Zooniverse platform but had not started working on it. Volunteers felt that they had a basic

understanding of how the platform worked based on the training they had received and conversations between them and members of the project team. One volunteer was more concerned about their confidence with Zooniverse; however, the experience of learning digitisation made them feel better about learning to use Zooniverse.

“I want to get my head around it. I guess I’m not very confident right now about it, not that it won’t work or whatever. When we went into the digitalisation of those pictures, we started off with little baby steps and once we got used to it, we were off. For me it’s the
same way with the Zooniverse…”

During the focus group, volunteers discussed what they thought they would be using Zooniverse for and there was some consensus about their role.

“This one will be on a system won’t it, and we also need to contribute, 
don’t we? We add things to a blog as I think I understand…” 
“Wasn’t it because we were going to go down the route of people using it 
to categorise and also comment?” 
“That’s right, yeah, so it’s two functions then…” 
Conversation between two volunteers

Using Zooniverse
Volunteers were cautious but optimistic about starting to use Zooniverse. There was some concern around ‘getting it right’, especially when the project was visible to the whole world, and that they would be giving it to the public to use in unpredictable ways.

“I wouldn’t go as far as say it makes me anxious, but I think ‘What if we get it wrong?’ Then people won't get the most out of it. Rather than thinking, 'Yeah, but we’re doing it so they'll make it what they will. It’s quite difficult not to feel that you need to get it right somehow. Because really, if once we set it up, we’re letting it run…”

Volunteers were looking forward to getting to grips with the Zooniverse platform, putting their work out into the world and finding out what other people thought. There was no part of the experience that they were not looking forward to.

“It’s exciting, knowing where it’s going to go and what it’s going to do. 
When the lady came from America to talk about Zooniverse, it was exciting. 
You have to do it to get the full effect of it…”

All the volunteers said that they were excited and ready to move into the Zooniverse stage and that they wanted to make the transition as soon as possible, despite previous trepidation.

“At the start it felt like we were teetering on the edge of the diving board and not quite ready to jump. I think we’re all quite keen to jump off it now and get 
on with it and see how it works…”
Volunteers were keen to highlight specific images which were important to them and were beginning to talk about which images should be the ‘star’ of the Zooniverse collection.

These images had provoked strong emotions and debate in the volunteer group, and they wanted to put these onto Zooniverse so that they could show others these important images and collect others’ reactions to them.

“I love that picture so much. It’s definitely going to be one of the ones we share on Zooniverse. It inspires you to just come out and stand for something…”

Putting sensitive content online
Volunteers had previously discussed that some of the content they intended to put on Zooniverse might be challenging for some people. Volunteers mostly agreed that they were not concerned about putting this more sensitive content online. They felt that none of the images they would choose would be ‘beyond explanation’ and that the way that they presented the images would be appropriate. Volunteers were strongly against leaving out more sensitive content as it was important to include, and if edited it would be like telling people how to think or what was best for them, which was against the ethos of the project.

“I don't think there’s anything that was beyond explanation (...) hopefully, it’s sensitive, but not that sensitive. Not too much to be unable to have that debate about that picture…” 
“Unless it’s really sensitive, you don’t want to tell people what to think. It’d be like you’re trying to edit it, do it for them.”
Conversation between two volunteers
5.4 Support
Challenges and concerns
A challenge for all volunteers was the disruption to their scheduling due to a range of factors across the duration of the project:
· Staff changes meaning that staff were unable to support the volunteers in accessing the archive while acquiring training and permissions
· The volunteers themselves being unable to attend limited sessions because of personal commitments
· Train strikes and other disruptions
This led to all volunteers feeling as though they had lost skills due to the long periods that they were unable to practise collating and digitising.
“Those little things that nobody’s got any control of happened. So it’s been a while since
we’ve been on that computer! I’ll need to re-train…”
Continuing accessibility issues
In the previous phase of the research, it was noted that the project team was working with one volunteer who had difficulty physically accessing the archive as a wheelchair user, to make this more accessible. While this volunteer was able to participate in the project

alongside others and was very positive about the experience, there were nevertheless ongoing accessibility concerns, which the volunteer described as a ‘nightmare’.
“It’s been access, access and then access again, and then access again. There’s a lot of
that from me. It’s nothing to do with the project content…”
One example that this volunteer highlighted was when they were stuck in the lift, which was replaced, but they felt it was ‘still not fit for purpose’. They said that this experience had left them hesitant to return to the site. These difficulties also exacerbated the scheduling concerns above, with them saying that they had to take more time away from the project than the others and therefore felt like they had not been able to practise their skills.
Previous support
Most volunteers felt that they had received satisfactory support considering the issues that they felt had affected the project, with one volunteer describing the ‘real dedication’ of the immediate project team.
“For me the support has been relatively good because I don’t feel that any of the 
support workers felt out of their depth. I think they were generally on the ball 
and also they do supply us with crib sheets and that sort of thing. 
From my point of view, I think it's been good.”
Volunteers were pleased with the number of emails and updates they received and felt that they were ‘kept in the loop’. Volunteers were aware that there were frequent staff changes, however they felt that they had been well-informed about these changes and that they had not been forgotten about or overlooked during that time.
Volunteers especially praised the individual staff members responsible for the project at various times for a high level of support.
“For me, the individual support by all those people you mentioned has 
been great and they’ve really made an effort to make sure we’re supported…”
Volunteers also felt supported by each other, as they agreed that they had formed a close and supportive group.
“/ think it’s also because we work together as a team so well. We have the same interests…”

However, volunteers were concerned that the people supporting them were not well­ supported themselves, especially in the changes to responsibilities, and that this in turn created the problems mentioned above.
“It’s not to do with the people we’re having interactions with. It’s to do 
with their support networks and the information that they’re given and 
the practical stuff that they’re given…”

"Then it trickles down towards us as well because we’re not getting 
to go inside [the archive]. It’s really ‘tap dripping down’ stuff…”


Support with sensitive content
All volunteers felt that they had been adequately warned and supported when it came to handling sensitive content such as derogatory language and violent images. Volunteers knew that they could notify the project team about anything they found that was distressing to them. Additionally they felt that they had been well-trained when it came to adding content comments to images flagging up sensitive material.
Three of the four volunteers agreed that, although some of the language could be described as ‘shocking’, nothing they had found so far was upsetting for them because of their background, while the fourth volunteer felt that they should not comment on this due to not being part of the communities that the language was targeted toward.
“We unearthed some really interesting images and stories and some derogatory old language. The language wasn’t shocking for us because we’ve got a good sound knowledge of who we are. I think some other people might be quite shocked so we just take that into consideration when we're digitising. There’s also a section where (...) you can add comments as well: if there’s anything you want to flag up. If we want to flag up the language used, use of old terminology, we’d put that on there as well…”
Volunteers shared that when they found material like this, they usually talked about it amongst themselves and felt supported doing so. Several specific images which volunteers discussed during the focus group showed sensitive imagery and provoked strong emotion; volunteers were able to talk about these images in a supportive and open way together.
Further support needed
Volunteers felt that as they moved into the Zooniverse stage, they were very reliant on the immediate staff support, particularly when it came to the practicalities of using the system.
“We need [project team] to lead us through…” 
“We need the nuts-and-bolts stuff to keep us going…”
They felt that the project so far had worked, well, but they hoped that the concerns and issues with accessibility could be resolved and that they could finish the project in the way that they wanted.
The uncertainty around how to use Zooniverse was the final thought from one volunteer:
“For me, anyway, I feel good with the concept and good with the directions we’ve taken it in, but how we actually get it all out of there, it’s unanswered right now…”

APPENDIX
Research questions and scope
Prior to the first stage of research, the audience research team agreed the following core research questions and scope with the project team to be addressed over four phases:
1. How can we create a volunteer programme which starts with selecting and digitising collections, and ends with deepening the metadata information on those collections through a citizen science platform?
2. How can we address questions of ethnic and racial (or other forms of) inequality in our collections through better classification and interpretation and by enabling volunteer-led input and leadership earlier in the process?
3. How do we encourage engagement with audiences earlier in the typical process of creating and running online crowdsourcing projects (i.e. while the project is being designed/conceived, rather than post-launch)?
4. How can we optimise the Zooniverse ‘Talk’ message board platform to encourage/nurture this type of collaboration between project leads (research/archival teams) and volunteers?
5. What can traditional museum volunteer practices learn from online crowdsourcing projects, and vice versa?
6. How do volunteers experience different levels of engagement and agency with collections in person and online?

The Volunteer Community Researchers will explore these questions plus:

1. What untold and under-represented stories are there in the Daily Herald archive that you think are important to share?
2. How can we make these stories more visible and shareable through digital technology?
3. What would you like to/what can we find out more about these photographs by developing a project on the Zooniverse platform?
4. How can an international online community of volunteers help us answer the questions you think are important to explore?

Method

Three-hour structured focus group session with four participants, in the regular Thursday afternoon volunteer time slot

Recorded on a laptop and microphone device

Notes taken

Objectives covered in Phase 1

· To better understand the volunteers’ motivations for taking part in the project.
· To better understand their expectations of the project.
· To better understand if there are any concerns about the project that might be addressed/any specific support needed.

Objectives covered in Phase 2 (this phase)
· To better understand the volunteers’ experience of in-person volunteering so far.
· To better understand the volunteers’ changing motivations.
· To better understand their expectations of the Zooniverse project development phase.
· To better understand if there are any concerns about the project that might be addressed/any specific support needed.

How will the research be used
· Internally by the project team to improve the volunteer’s own experience on the project/adapt the project as necessary.
· Internally by the project team and volunteers to evaluate and reflect upon their experience, to improve the digitisation process and in planning future projects.
· There is a possibility that the research might contribute to an online or print publication (could be co-written or written by the academics involved). Quotes or naming of people involved would not be done without explicit permission being sought.
· Volunteers have signed an informed consent form for the duration of the project.
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