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Society is experiencing sudden and largely unexpected crises multiplying at a fast pace, often associated 

with wicked problems. One can think of the Covid-19 pandemic, disasters induced by extreme weather 

events and the recent war affecting Ukraine at the borders of the European Union as wicked problems, 

that are, problems difficult to solve as facts are uncertain, values in dispute, stakes high and decisions 

urgent. Often the emersion of these crises requires a swift intervention under the form of providing 

public services. Institutions are struggling to cope with such wicked problems and often turn to the 

grassroots - from unorganized to organized civic actors - searching for help in fulfilling the task of 

providing basic services to affected population. In such confronting situations, local people, networks of 

non-governmental organizations, and associations often mobilize to tackle the said needs. They do so 

setting up grassroots-driven initiatives and producing (often open access) data that could fall within the 

category of ‘citizen-generated data’ (to be noted that here ‘citizen’ is understood in a broad sense 

including, for example, migrants). Such initiatives may be aimed at gathering information on the spread of 

the virus and analysing it, or collecting geo-located data on settlements affected by a flood event and 

trying to predict future evolutions of the matter. The data at issue could be considered a basis for 

‘collective intelligence’ (a term used with reference to the promises of the Internet back in the ‘90s by 

Levy), hereinafter CI, i.e., the enhanced capacity created when people work together. This knowledge 

base is relevant when competent authorities have to intervene on matters they are scarcely prepared for.  

Similarly to models enacted by social insects that can survive in a changing world responding to evolving 

challenges by quickly gathering information and jointly finding solutions, decentralized models of CI 

based on citizen-gathered data offer an untamed potential to society. The notion of CI is increasingly 

spurring the interest of different stakeholders, such as decision-makers which are intrigued by the role 

that CI can play in helping mitigate the said challenges. CI represents not only a strategy to produce 

information but also a swift approach to work together. This approach could be valuable to the public 

sector when in charge of providing relief to population under stress. By contributing data and time, 

people demonstrate that a certain ‘crisis’ matters to them (it can be a systemic crisis like what experienced 

during the pandemic, or an exogenous and sudden shock like an environmental disaster) because it is 

affecting them directly or it is threatening shared values. Institutions in charge of providing services under 

pressure should look at these enacted practices as possible models of alternative public interventions. 

We posit in this session that such strategies enacted ‘outside’ the institutional system (for example in the 

form of data purposely collected by crises-affected people and their coping strategies) could be 

scientifically enriching, as the solid experience of citizen science practices demonstrates. We intend to 

build an interactive workshop with pitches and live drawings to elicit reactions, inviting also participants 

to highlight practical examples in which a certain citizen science initiative complemented or substituted an 

official public service. We will posit a selection of the following prompts to the participants: 

 How can citizen science methods and approaches be applied to the field in discussion? 

 How can decentralized data flows coming from spontaneous citizen science initiatives help 

innovate the public sector in particular in relation to public/environmental health services? How 

can we win over public administrators’ resistance to these fresh ideas, if they challenge 

conventional wisdom, as well as their resistance to accept non-official sources? 

 What are the pitfalls of this idea of jointly sharing data as beneficial for contributing to CI, 

especially when there are hidden (e.g. market) interests that aim to profit from the data? We 

acknowledge the limitations of said approach, stimulating the following questions: for example, 

what are biases and influential factors of CI? Do we need to relativize the concept of ‘collective’ 

as several contributions are very individual-led? What adjacent terms and practices such as the 

wisdom of the crowd, crowdsourced health research and hybrid intelligence can help us 

understand CI for public services? 


