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Abstract. The crowdsourced collection of geographic information 
(Volunteered Geographic Information VGI) has moved to the center of the 
research agenda in Web technologies and GIS. Much of the current VGI 
research is tightly coupled with issues related to the quality of the collected 
geodata and possible conflation or comparison with other official sources of 
geodata. This paper presents research which attempts to quantitatively 
understand the activity patterns of citizen contributors to VGI projects. We 
argue that the concept of a large unbounded crowd of citizen contributors is 
something of a misnomer and that majority of work carried out in VGI 
collection and management is performed by a small, potentially, 
unconnected 'crowd' of contributors. We attempt to analyse how, why, 
where , and when these contributors work with VGI projects. 
OpenStreetMap is used as a case-study VGI project.   
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1. Introduction and Motivation 

Since Goodchild's now famous 'Citizen Sensors' paper (Goodchild, 2007) in 
2007 there has been much research, discourse, and excitement generated 
by the concept of crowdsourcing geospatial data and information. The near 
ubiquity of smartphone devices and the appearance of 'always Internet 
connected' society have been important catalyst in the growth, variety, and 
availability of crowdsourced geospatial data. Examples abound with the 
most well known examples including: OpenStreetMap, Google Waze, 
Google Map Maker, Wikimapia, geo-coded Twitter streams, geo-coded 
photographs on services such as Flickr, etc.   
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There is no doubt that this Volunteered Geographic Information (VGI), 
which is a special case of the larger Web phenomenon known as user-
generated content, is an exciting new paradigm in GIS and geospatial data 
production and distribution. Some authors have seen this rise in VGI as an 
inevitable direction and part of the 'evolution' of web-based GIS (Mooney 
and Corcoran 2013). However there are still major concerns within the GIS 
community and the geospatial data industry related to the quality, security 
and reliability of data generated and collected by VGI projects (Elwood and 
Leszczynski, 2011). There have been many studies carried out which have 
attempted to quantify the quality of geospatial data collected by VGI 
projects such as (Ludwig et al, 2012, Craglia et al , 2012, Zielstra et al 2013). 
For the most part these studies have generally positive results. It is now 
broadly accepted that there are recurring issues within VGI data such as: 
saturation coverage of urban areas whilst there is sparse coverage of rural 
areas, issues with semantics and metadata, geometrical accuracy, etc. 
However, against the backdrop of these issues, crowdsourced VGI data 
shows genuine strength in it's temporal accuracy (VGI tends to update very 
quickly) and how it is performing pioneering mapping work in socially and 
economically disadvantaged areas (for example the Map Kibera project in 
Kenya (Hodson, 2013)). The data and information generated for VGI 
projects should be considered fairly in terms of it's “fitness for purpose” and 
“fitness for use”. This means than rather than dismissing VGI out of hand 
there are many many applications where it can be of tremendous value and 
real-world use.  
 

2. Overview of our presentation at ICA 2013 

 
In our presentation at ICA 2013 we will argue that there has not been 
sufficient research attention directed to understanding “the crowd” in VGI. 
As mentioned above studies such as (Dobson 2013, Ludwig et al, 2012, 
Zeilstra and Hochmair, 2012) have shown that VGI data from 
OpenStreetMap is of very high quality in comparison to official data sources 
and usable for task applications such as navigation. But how much do we 
know about “the crowd” which generated this VGI? Our recent work 
(Mooney and Corcoran 2013a) shows that a small percentage of large 
crowdsourced communities (of up to 5,000 contributors) perform over 80% 
of all data collection and data editing in OSM  for several cities around the 
world. This is illustrated in Figure 1 where the overall amount of work done 
by the top 10% and top 5% most prolific and most frequent contributors in 
each city is shown.  This work in addition to more recent research will allow 



us to provide quantitative and qualitative results for the following 
questions: 

1. How big is the “crowd” in crowdsourced VGI projects? 

2. Who are the 'senior' contributors (Neis and Zipf, 2012) – the 
contributors who carry out the majority of the work? 

3. What areas are these contributors providing data for? 

4. What is the spatial and temporal characteristics of the data 
contributed by these 'senior' contributors? 

 

Our case-study dataset is the OpenStreetMap database. We will also 
highlight how these results are useful with the outputs generated from the 
first round of Internships funded by the 2012/2013 cooperation between 
EuroSDR, AGILE, and ESRI Europe.  

Figure 1: This figure shows the percentage of all contributions which were 

performed by the Top 10% and Top 5% most prolific contributors to OSM in a 

given city 



3. Conclusions 

We feel that gaining an improved understanding of the major or 'senior' will 
be very helpful in the overall evaluation of VGI generated by crowdsourced 
projects such as OpenStreetMap. Rather than seeing VGI data as the 
product of a largely chaotic and unregulated crowd of unknown 'citizen 
sensor' contributors we can now view the crowd as being comprised of a 
predominantly small group of highly ITC skilled VGI enthusiasts who are 
committed to the generation and open distribution of high quality spatial 
data. These group characteristics and dynamics are similar to those found 
in open source software projects (Mateos-Garcia and Steinmueller (2008), 
Giuri et al (2008)). Understanding who generates VGI, and how, where, 
when, and it is generated could potentially lead to greater trust and less 
uncertainty for end-users such as national mapping agencies, small and 
medium sized companies, and other industrial partners.  
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