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Volunteer mapping with the  
Humanitarian OpenStreetMap Team (HOT)

Coordinated by OpenStreetMap (OSM) and  
humanitarian aid organisations:

• Updating maps after a disaster


• Producing new maps for entirely unmapped areas 

Thousands of participants,  
online or at mapathons.


Typically contributing by 
tracing satellite images.  
All data ends up on OSM.
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Haiti earthquake, typhoon in Philippines, Nepal 
earthquake, … much need for map data.

• Initially most activity was reactive.


• Ebola 2014: many affected areas were on no map.


• Nov 2014 “Missing Maps” launch: proactive mapping.


Rapid growth in projects and activity

http://tasks.hotosm.org/
Our study period is highlighted in red. 
More details coming up in a minute.
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HOT map contributions, 2012-2015
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Yet many areas of the world remain unmapped.

“To reach our goal, we need the 
Missing Maps Project to be the 

biggest instance of digital volunteerism 
the world has ever seen.” 

 http://www.msf.org.uk/missing-maps-project

http://www.msf.org.uk/missing-maps-project
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How can we grow this to a million 
volunteer contributors?

Many questions.

• How can we best train newcomers?


• What are barriers to entry?


• How can we retain contributors 
once they’ve had first experiences?


• Etc. 

Let’s first learn from existing 
experience: 

How does engagement compare 
across the different mapping 
initiatives right now?
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Volunteer engagement in humanitarian 
mapping: a first study of past outcomes

Comparing three key HOT initiatives:


• Typhoon Haiyan (TH) in Nov 2013:  
High-profile, urgent. A first “CNN moment”, many 
newcomers. One-off mapathons.


• Ebola Response (ER) throughout 2014:  
A high-profile, multi-month sustained effort. A large 
amount of media coverage. Monthly mapathons.


• Missing Maps (MM) from Nov 2014:  
A range of humanitarian causes. Proactive, low 
urgency, less media attention. Monthly mapathons, 
heavy use of social media for promotion.
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We observe first-time contributors. 
Here’s a timeline of when they first joined.

Bubble size represents  
labour hours in first 48h.

18-month study period

1,582 first-time contributors

across 100 projects
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We measure engagement.

Engagement has many aspects. I’m using quantitative 
measures such as…


• Short-term activity: labour hours, contribution rate


• Short- to long-term retention (% contributors who 
remain active on day 2, in month 2 and 3)


These are easy for me to produce across a wide range of 
projects.
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Many first-time contributors participate for multiple days 
in a row.


Median contribution activity: ~70 mins in first 48h.

• Sounds small for a volunteer org, but for an online project 

it's massive!


Findings (1/5):

70 minutes of work in the first two days.
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Findings (2/5):

Prior experience affects performance.

People with more OSM experience tend to be faster and 
work more hours.
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Segmenting participants by prior OSM experience:

• TH: mix of OSM experts & OSM newcomers


• MM: mostly newcomers to OSM

Findings (3/5):

MM contributors are OSM newcomers.
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Contributors to MM start slowly, however they catch up 
with others: many increase their pace of contributions 
in the first 48h.

Findings (4/5):

These newbies are catching up quickly.
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Findings (5/5):

Retention matches org practice.

Activity and retention are shaped by organisational 
practice and project purpose:

• TH: much short-term activity in the first few days, but no 

longer-term retention at all!!


• MM: people keep coming back, not the next day but the 
next month and the month after.
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Implications

MM seems to provide a better training experience for 
newcomers.

• Welcoming social spaces: regular mapathons in a growing 

number of cities, expert guidance, peer learning.


• A more well-connected community: Facebook, Twitter, 
email alerts, ...


Gradually reaching outside the OSM community

• Most first-time contributors now have no prior OSM 

experience. This was quite different in the beginning.


• This affects how we should approach & support HOT 
newcomers.
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Contribution environments likely play an important role:

• In-person training and guidance

• Safe spaces to make early mistakes


How do these social environments affect engagement?

Next project: observing mapathons
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Thank you.
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