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Project summary

The Royal Botanic Gardens Kew has over 8.5 million herbarium specimens, which scientists
use to find solutions to some of the greatest challenges faced by humanity. Alongside
these plant collections, Kew has one of the world’s leading botanical libraries and archives,
containing publications, archives and illustrations. Kew recently received government
funding to digitise its herbarium collections, as only around 14% of the collection has a
digital record. Kew are keen to widen participation in their citizen science volunteers
supporting their digitisation work with both natural history and archive collections. This
project will examine the efficacy of different methods for recruiting more diverse
volunteers, trialing and evaluating interventions to see what works, and helping advance
citizen science/humanities practice at Kew and within the wider museum and citizen
science communities.

PhD Project description

A small body of literature explores diversity of participants in citizen science (e.g. National
Academies of Science, Engineering and Medicine 2018, Pateman et al 2021, West et al
2021), and reveals that there is over-representation of white people compared to those
identifying as from Black or minority ethnic groups, and under-representation of those
unemployed or in low or unskilled jobs. This means some groups miss out on the many
potential educational and social benefits that citizen science participation offers, and also
may lead to biases in the data generated from projects. This project would add to this work
by exploring representation within Kew’s online citizen science projects, and then test
interventions for improving diversity. Research has found that motivations for participation
differ between people from different socio-demographic groups (West, Dyke and Pateman
2021). This project would test the theory that appealing to different motivations can



increase the diversity of participants to projects. Testing interventions in this way would be
useful both for other museums, archives and citizen science practitioners more widely.

Kew’s recent Manifesto for Change sets out an ambition to widen participation in all its
activities, and to make accessible and useful its collections to the widest audience, with
particular attention to new narratives that accurately and equitably represent their history.
The coinciding of a major digitisation initiative with institutional recognition of the risks of
inequity in digital citizen science makes this the right time to test different ways of
recruiting and retaining participants, to see which are most effective for engaging diverse
audiences.

Some key research questions which we hope the student will answer are:

- Do citizen science participants in Kew’s different online projects differ in terms of
their demographics?

- Where are participants geographically located? And is this related to their
motivation?

- Do motivations of participants vary by demographic group? What are the
benefits to participants’ well-being?

- Can interventions (e.g. different marketing approaches, presenting different
regions of the world, presenting ‘expeditions’ differently, providing different levels
of support, supporting beneficial aspects of participation, training etc) increase
participation of under-represented groups?

Outline of research

The project will explore what platforms are being used by volunteers in the wider sector,
what methods are used to recruit volunteers, and mechanisms for supporting and
retaining them. This will be desk-based research with interviews of relevant staff at Kew
and other organisations. This will be followed by a survey of demographic characteristics
of current volunteers, and the design and implementation of digital experiments on Kew’s
platforms to test different methods for recruiting and retaining volunteers. Emphasis will be
given to community-building aspects of citizen participation, in understanding the
beneficial effects of participation and their effects on volunteer retention. A review of
demographic characteristics following these interventions will also be conducted.

The research will use a mixed-methods approach: quantitative analysis of demographic
data of existing participants, using existing datasets where possible and expanding where
needed. Digital tracking of participants through projects, including before and after
intervention(s). There will also be an element of action-research, working with participants
to explore what interventions they think might increase diversity. Standard ethics
procedures for research involving people will be followed.

The successful student will have freedom to mould the project in several ways: in the
selection of Kew projects to work with, in the design of interventions (based on the citizen



science literature, their personal interests, and discussions with existing volunteers), and
how interventions are evaluated.

About Royal Botanic Gardens Kew

This year Kew published Manifesto for Change 2021-2030, setting out its mission to
understand and protect plants and fungi for the well-being of people and the future of all
life on Earth. Priorities include extending Kew’s reach and inspiring people to protect the
natural world. Kew wishes to expand its outreach programme to increase interactions with
currently under-represented communities with a focus on four groups (which show a high
degree of intersectionality): young people, ethnic minorities, low socio-economic
background and the disabled. Kew should be a place for everyone to explore how plants
and fungi add value to their lives, this includes the ability to explore collections. Many
countries, communities and cultures have contributed to the collections at Kew throughout
its history therefore interaction with the collections by diverse volunteers should be
facilitated and encouraged.

The studentship will also help inform action around the digital revolution priority in Kew’s
Science strategy (2021-2025). Kew aims to inspire millions of people to learn about the
natural world through interaction with digital resources including our digitised collections
and will integrate citizen science into the collection translation and analysis of specimen
data.

The PhD research will directly influence Kew’s citizen science operations, leading to
experimental and then long-term changes to the operation of its digital platforms, and to
the ways in which Kew communicates with its digital volunteers.  This work also has high
potential to influence change across the wider heritage sector. As the project involves both
natural history specimens and cultural heritage in the form of archives, the findings will be
widely applicable.

Engagement, outreach, dissemination and impact initiatives

The studentship will engage the public with Kew’s work and activities through direct
communication with volunteers via crowdsourcing transcription platforms including
answering questions in the volunteer forum and contributing to volunteer newsletters. The
student will also engage a wider audience through activities such as writing blogs for
publication on Kew’s website and providing content to Kew’s social media accounts. There
will also be opportunities to take part in public engagement activities in the gardens
including Kew’s annual science festival and a small exhibition on their work in Kew’s library
or galleries which are open to the general public. As the aim of the studentship is to
increase the diversity of Kew’s volunteers, it will directly contribute to Kew’s manifesto for
change to expand Kew’s reach beyond the garden, liberate vital data and increase the
number of volunteers and visitors from presently under-represented groups.

Presentation opportunities include at Kew’s lunchtime Seminar series and annual student
conference, and at external conferences including that of the Citizen Science Association



and the Museum Association. The student will also be able to share their findings and
recommendations with other museums, archives and botanic gardens who undertake
citizen science projects using the same or similar platforms.

Financial support

Studentships for doctoral research are 40 months in duration for full-time study. Awards
are subject to satisfactory academic progress. Awards must be taken up in October 2022;
no deferrals are possible. Awards will comprise fees at Research Council rates and a
maintenance grant (£15,609 in 2021/22). The grant pays the fees at the Home/UK rate;
international students are, however, eligible to apply for this Studentship and the difference
between the Home/UK and International fee will be met by the University of York for a
successful international applicant. Awards may be taken up on a part-time basis if a
student is eligible to undertake part-time study; international applicants may be required to
study full-time by the terms of their visa.

Qualifications

Strong applicants will have a good first degree in an appropriate subject, as well as a
Master’s degree (or be working towards one) and/or professional experience relevant to
the scope of the project. We are looking for a well-qualified student with a background in
any of the following disciplines: Cultural and museum studies, Cultural Geography, Human
Geography, Informational and Communication Technologies, Education, Gender studies,
Science and technology studies, Social anthropology

Requirements of the Studentship

WRoCAH students are required to undertake a bespoke training package and to complete
a Researcher Employability Project of at least a month, a Knowledge Exchange Project,
and to engage with Internationalisation.

All WRoCAH students must submit their thesis for examination with the funded period. This
is a requirement of the Arts & Humanities Research Council, which provides the funding for
WRoCAH, and is a condition of accepting a Studentship.

Before applying for any WRoCAH Studentship, please first ensure that you
have read the WRoCAH webpages about the WRoCAH training programme

and requirements, as well as other funding opportunities

http://wrocah.ac.uk/

https://wrocah.ac.uk/funding/current-funding-for-2019-2023-students/




How to apply

By 5pm Wednesday 9 March 2022, applicants are required to submit to WRoCAH an
Expression of Interest, which should include:

1. A CV with details of academic qualifications

2. A covering letter comprising a two-page statement to convey your
motivation and enthusiasm for the project, and to demonstrate your
suitability for your intended PhD studies with the University and Project
Partner.

The covering letter should specifically highlight the following:

■ Your interest in the project and details on why you have chosen that
University and Project Partner.

■ How you will apply your current skills, knowledge and experience to
undertake a PhD and the approach you would take to develop the project.

■ How the project fits into your career plans and ambitions.

● 16 March 2022: decision on short-listing
The short-list of candidates to be invited for an interview will be announced on Wednesday
16 March 2022. Short-listed candidates must complete a PhD programme application before
interview. If you are short-listed for an interview you will be sent details of how to apply for a
place at the University of York. At that point you will need to submit the names and contact
details of two referees, copies of transcripts of your academic qualifications and (if
applicable) an IELTS certificate.

● 22 April 2022: interviews

Interviews will involve the academic supervisor, Project Partner supervisor and a member of
the WRoCAH Studentships Committee. They will be conducted online.

For more information about this project contact

Dr Sarah West  (sarah.west@york.ac.uk)

Dr Sarah Phillips (Sarah.Phillips@kew.org)


