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The Humanitarian OpenStreetMap Team (HOT)

Making maps to support field 
logistics by aid organisations.

Online crowdsourcing with 
thousands of volunteers.

Part of humanitarian relief efforts: 
Haiti earthquake, typhoon Haiyan in the 
Philippines, 2014 Ebola epidemic, Nepal 
earthquake, ... hundreds of initiatives.

Also an online commons: the 
maps are on OSM, freely available 
for everyone to use.

https://hotosm.org

https://hotosm.org


Martin Dittus · ICRI Cities, UCL · @dekstop

Remote mapping and field mapping

http://www.missingmaps.org

http://www.missingmaps.org/
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Remote mapping with HOT: tracing imagery

http://tasks.hotosm.org 

http://tasks.hotosm.org
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E.g. putting Baraka, DRC on the (digital) map.

http://tools.geofabrik.de/mc/  

http://tools.geofabrik.de/mc/
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HOT contributor activity to date
•1,000 projects,

•20,000 contributors,

•120M changes made to the map,

• involving an estimated 150,000 hours of volunteer work.
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The HOT challenge… 

Vast regions of the world remain unmapped.

Ebola epidemic: it can take months to map larger regions


Missing Maps: a proactive HOT mapping initiative. 

Not all HOT causes draw their own crowds.

“CNN moments”: certain disasters advertise themselves. 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E.g. for proactive mapping, map maintenance, etc.  
HOT organisers have many opportunities for interventions.

What should organisers focus on? 

A complex socio-technical system. A wide range of 
initiatives, practices, purposes, cliques, ... many 
intersecting concerns. 

Where to begin looking?

How to foster sustained volunteer 
capacity in the absence of urgent 
causes?
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The full contribution history is public. 

Part of the OpenStreetMap edit history.  
~100GB compressed XML/PBF.


This means:

We can observe past outcomes of  
particular initiatives.

A rare opportunity:

Much empirical data is freely available.
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I spent much time exploring the data…
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As contributor, participant observer.

A public research diary to share early findings.

Many discussions online and in person. 


Building domain knowledge, collective understanding.

… and embedded in the community.



Martin Dittus · ICRI Cities, UCL · @dekstop

Exploratory instead of hypothesis-driven. Starting with 
simple models, incorporating more over time. 

Our starting point: observe newcomer contributions 
across different settings. 
See what works well, identify barriers to engagement. 

• Where do first-time mappers leave early?

• Where do first-time mappers remain active for longer

• Infer how this may affect long-term engagement. 


 
Goldberg (2015), “In defense of forensic social science.”

A forensic approach: “follow the evidence”.
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Are task designs a barrier for newcomers? 
Are particular forms of guidance more helpful?
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First-time mappers spent more time on tasks that 
involved the mapping of less than three distinct map 
features.  
No other factors had a consistent impact.


Dittus, Quattrone, Capra (2016): “Analysing Volunteer Engagement in Humanitarian 
Mapping: Building Contributor Communities at Large Scale”, CSCW 2016.

We assessed task complexity for 100 projects.
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Perceived urgency may serve as attractor, but how long do 
people stick around?


We compared three cohorts:


• Typhoon Haiyan: one-off, urgent, highly promoted.


• Ebola epidemic: sustained, first uses of mapathons.


• Missing Maps: proactive rather than reactive. Focused 
on community-building. Mapathons, email alerts, …

Do coordination practices matter?
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Social contribution environments for newcomers:

• In-person training and guidance

• Safe spaces to make early mistakes

This is what a mapathon looks like.
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Retention of newcomers w/o prior OSM experience: 
Missing Maps is doing very well.

Dittus, Quattrone, Capra (2016): “Analysing Volunteer Engagement in Humanitarian 
Mapping: Building Contributor Communities at Large Scale”, CSCW 2016.
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Disaster response project 
Haiyan: low retention.


Ebola, MM: high retention.


Possibly related to 
coordination practice? 
Mapathons, activities over 
longer periods, email 
notifications, … 
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Under submission
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Newcomer attendance at mapathons
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Mapathons as social attractors?
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Implications (1/2) 
Overall, HOT seems to be doing  
very well. It appears relatively  
easy to get people interested  
at first. 
 
However it's harder to get sustained engagement.


That’s only partly about the technology, the process.  
Also social factors, factors relating to the individual. 
The human experience. 
 
Can we imagine online support experiences that imitate the 
mapathon setting? Expert guidance, peer support, the presence of a 
community of practice, …
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Implications (2/2) 

Likely also self-selection effects. Promotion, social ties, … 
the cohorts had different contributor profiles. 

If the aim is sustained engagement, then indiscriminate 
growth may not be advisable. 


Instead: 

• Identify highly-engaged contributors early and give them support.

• Identify participation contexts that are more likely to yield highly 

motivated contributors.
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A more comprehensive model of volunteer capacity?

Volume of contributions, activity periods, …


Long-term effects among more experienced mappers? 
Are mappers reactivated by high-profile events? 
Are there generational effects to consider — are early 
joiners different from more recent joiners?


How do any of these aspects relate to data quality?


… etc.

Many new questions raised by early studies.
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Impact of the work to date 
First paper published at CSCW 2016.


Research diary now widely referenced in the community.

https://www.openstreetmap.org/user/dekstop/diary 


Working closely with organisers at HOT, MSF, BRC, ARC, …

A recurring conversation: "Can you help us understand X?"


HOT groups have already picked up many of my insights. 

E.g. Missing Maps organisers have made changes to task design, email 
notifications for mapathon attendees, and other aspects of their 
coordination practice.

https://www.openstreetmap.org/user/dekstop/diary
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Methodologically… 


Forensic social science as a means of laying 
the groundwork for future research. 

Don't need to be hypothesis-driven. Instead can combine 
empirical work with exploration, embedded practice.

Now have a clearer picture of contributing factors, and 
starting points for more focused work. 

The embedded/collective approach was 
mutually beneficial. 
We have deeply improved our domain understanding.

The community is already adopting our recommendations.
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I know why I’m doing the work.

I know what it means to the community.

I have a fair sense of what else I need to to to graduate.


What of this should I present to the CSCW community? 
HOT as an object of study?

The study: task designs, coordination practices?

The research methods; forensic approach, embedded 
practice, collective understanding?

The impact of the work to date? (Only partially related to the paper)

… etc.

Request for feedback: 

What aspects to focus on?
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Thank you.
Martin Dittus · @dekstop

https://openstreetmap.org/user/dekstop/diary

https://openstreetmap.org/user/dekstop/diary

