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Transformative citizen science:

• Allows for marginalized communities to be heard and creates 
platforms for their political participation. 

• Produces knowledge from points of view that historically have been 
excluded from scientific institutions.

• Creates political power to combat environmental injustice. 





Study Design

• Case studies based on primary and secondary sources. 
• Ethnographic research in the United States, Mexico, and Japan

• Additional cases based on media reports, web pages, scientific 
papers, etc. 

• Identification and comparison of the areas of tension and 
contradiction within each case.  

• Exploration of the social and political conditions that produced 
these tensions. 



Recurring Tensions:

• Dilemmas stemming from dependency on volunteer labor. 
• Tensions between the need for activism and the maintenance of an 

image of scientific credibility.  
• Questions about how to contextualize data, in regulatory contexts 

that prefer “value-free” information.  
• Difficult decisions about the scale at which data should be 

aggregated and the scale of political intervention.  



Monitoring fracking





Volunteering



Dilemma #1 – The meaning of volunteerism

• Volunteering as an act of good citizenship, or…  
• Volunteering as self-sufficiency, at a time of government rollbacks







Dilemma #2 – Activism vs. neutrality

• Citizen science can help communities to validate their experiences 
of environmental injustice, but…  

• The idea that science and activism should not mix is deeply 
engrained in the scientific field.  





Dilemma #3 –
Scientization vs contextualization
• Citizen science has the capacity to to improve upon “normal” 

science because participants can contexualize the data, 
connecting observations to their social context, but…

• In many examples, citizen science reduces complex subjects to 
simple measures. 











Dilemma #4 – At what scale?

• Environmental problems are not usually contained in one country, 
region, or community. 

• There are often good reasons to localize and personalize 
environmental monitoring, but… 

• Hyper-local environmental monitoring can imply personal 
responsibility for avoiding exposure to pollution. 













Conclusions

• Citizen science has inherent dilemmas, which are related to the 
broader social context (including law and policy). 

• There is no “one size fits all” method for confronting these 
dilemmas; citizen science practitioners must actively navigate them 
as part of their work.
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