Let’s Talk About Data
Communication principles for the wildlife recording community
COMMUNICATIONS FRAMEWORK
This document outlines a new framework for communicating about biological recording and data in
more effective and accessible ways. The framework supports an accompanying toolkit to help
organisations, activity coordinators and individual recorders implement these concepts in practice.

Download the toolkit at www.bioblitzuk.org.uk

Let’s Talk About Data
Communication principles for the wildlife recording community
Wildlife recording in the UK is a triumph of public contribution to our collective knowledge of the
natural world. Devoted volunteers and enthusiasts generate vast databanks supporting environmental
policy, research and practice with baseline data for thousands of native and non-native UK species. As
threats to UK wildlife mount and the need to grow the evidence base for effective conservation
becomes increasingly vital, we need to make the most of this amazing energy to collect high quality
data.
We use public surveys, workshops, online activities and BioBlitz events as a gateway into more in
depth citizen science and biological recording, inviting people to get a taste of a highly valuable and
rewarding pursuit, encouraging them to develop their skills to make ongoing, high quality data
contributions into the future.
BUT - to the uninitiated, the recording world can appear technically demanding, daunting and full of
barriers, so how do we introduce the important processes and concepts of verification and data quality
to potential new recorders without scaring them off?
This document outlines a new framework for communicating about biological recording and data in
more effective and accessible ways. The framework supports an accompanying toolkit to help
organisations, activity coordinators and individual recorders implement these concepts in practice.

Aims of the framework
This framework is intended to support
1. Developing consistent messaging for the recording community to use when designing surveys
for public participation
2. Demystifying verification processes to help reduce overall record verification time
3. Demystifying data flows and raise awareness of the value of data, where it goes, how it is
stored and what it will be used for
4. Increasing participation by making biological recording communications more accessible
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SECTION ONE: The Narrative Landscape
We consulted with 90 members of the recording community via an online questionnaire and individual
interviews to build a picture of the current landscape of communication around biological recording.

Barriers
Recorders identified a number of key barriers to people engaging in wildlife recording and submitting
records.





Lack of awareness
Lack of confidence in species ID
Lack of clarity around the value of data
Lack of clarity around data pathways

Key messages – what we want to share
Recorders identified several key messages that were important to tackling these barriers and
supporting new and developing recorders. These fit into five main themes:
Awareness – Look what we do!
BioBlitz and other outreach activities have helped to raise the profile of the sector in recent years but
recording remains a relatively niche pastime with most people unaware of its existence as an activity.
Confidence – You can do it too! AND we can help you!
Even relatively experienced amateur naturalists may lack confidence in species identification and
where to go for help. Confidence builds with support and practice and with recognising (and accepting)
the scale of what you do not know.
Value – Look what comes out of it! AND here’s how you can make sure your data can contribute!
A primary motivator for recorders is feeling like they are contributing to useful outputs. If recorders
cannot see the direct outcomes of their submitting data, it can be demotivating. The value of ensuring
your data is accurate, of recording common species as well as rarities and of recording systematically
where practicable are also key points to highlight.
Belonging – Look at all these people doing the same thing! What type of recorder could you be?
The biological recording community is a rich and varied group that includes a number of different
tribes, unified by a common cause and differentiated by special interests, affiliations, methodologies
and geography. Where and how you submit your data is part of your ‘recorder identity’, rooted in the
learning pathway of becoming a recorder and joining a supportive community of fellow enthusiasts.
How – Here’s how to do it really well! Look at all these helpful platforms you can use!
There are key practical elements of recording practice that must be adhered to in order for records to
be of more than limited value. What data are needed, where to send them (i.e. data pathways) and
where to find your data points on a map afterwards are key messages.
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Existing data narratives
The stories that we already tell concerning data are highly variable. We asked recorders how they
would respond if confronted by the question “Where does all of the data go? Is it useful?” at a BioBlitz
or similar public engagement event. The responses were diverse and could be described in the
following terms:
Confident narratives offer positivity and highlight the value of data in general, but may be undermined
if recorders don’t see evidence of the value of their contribution further down the line.
Yes, it is all useful because…
Tentative narratives can give a more robust and accurate representation of the caveats and context,
but can downplay the value of recording – potentially undermining a primary motivator
Well…it depends…
Detailed narratives demonstrate the many and varied ways that data can be useful, but may overload
the audience and cause them to switch off
Here are all the places this data could go and why…
Simple narratives can be understood and engaged with quickly and easily but work best when
explaining a single data pathway.
This data will go from here and could be used like this…

This diversity in narratives may contribute to the lack of clarity around the value of biological data and
to confusion around data pathways. The answer you get does very much depend on who you talk to.

Recommendations
1
2
3
4

Reframe key messages to resonate more effectively with new and existing recorders
Define simple, straightforward narratives around data submission to disentangle data
pathways
Emphasise key motivators and positive outcomes
Emphasise the value of accurate, valid, systematic recording of both common and rare species
in order to achieve the best possible outcomes
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SECTION TWO: Communication Principles
In 2013, research commissioned by Defra’s People Engagement Group identified 5 guiding principles
for engaging people with biodiversity issues (Christmas et al. 2013)
1.
2.
3.
4.
5.

Resonate – Work with people’s stories
Astonish – Be amazed by nature
Motivate – It’s not all doom and gloom
Demonstrate – Show don’t tell
Reconnect – A natural place of reconnection

You can explore these principles
www.engageinbiodiversity.co.uk

further

with

an

online

toolkit

available

at

TOOLKIT ELEMENTS
For the accompanying toolkit, these five principles were repackaged for the recorder community to
highlight the specific communication challenges faced by the sector:
Keep it simple – launching into detail can be bewildering and make people switch off so stick to the
‘need to knows’. Let the audience decide if they want to ask for more detail or wider context.
Stay positive – we know that there are challenges with the way we manage data as a community but
that shouldn’t be our opening gambit, especially with new recorders. There is a lot to celebrate so
always start there!
Encourage, don’t enforce – regulation and standardisation are hugely important, but nobody likes
being told what to do. Highlight the value of greater accuracy and using pre-set formats (for example),
and you will likely get a much more positive response.
Show me – the wildlife that we record and the data outputs that we create can be astonishing! Use
tangible examples to show people how recording works – don’t just tell them that it matters.
Share stories – as a social species, we generally respond much better to human stories than straight
facts. Ooze enthusiasm and share your own experiences of recording to help the audience discover
their own ‘recorder identity’.
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SECTION THREE: Reframing recording
Biological recorders are a diverse and complex community, taking part through a wide range of
platforms and organisations at different geographic scales and levels of intensity.
Recognising what motivates your audience is crucial to engaging people with your key messages. You
might want them to take up a particular practice or join in a new project – how can you highlight their
existing motivations to make your proposal attractive to them? Research has shown that wildlife
recorders may be particularly motivated by:




contributing to the knowledge and/or conservation of wildlife locally or more widely
personal development and slowly building up skills and expertise
the satisfaction of sharing skills and knowledge with others

(West et al. 2015)
Where and how you contribute your data is part of your ‘recorder identity’ and rooted in the learning
pathway of becoming a recorder. Consultation suggests that attempts to standardise practice often
meet with resistance as recorders are reluctant to conform and abandon this part of their recorder
identity. There are a number of data pathways across many different organisations and platforms each
with different pros and cons. As such a ‘one-size fits all’ approach to communication will achieve little.
We propose reframing the narratives using this concept of recorder identities to:





Offer a relatable and accessible context for communicating about biological recording
Identify the most appropriate data pathways, tools, motivators, communities and advice to
highlight to different recorder audiences
Simplify the data pathway narrative by focussing on the most relevant pathways and
platforms
Highlight key motivators

Research within the sector has demonstrated that several potential audiences are underrepresented
in the recording community (West et al. 2015). These identities are intended to be broadly universal
but could be adapted to target communications towards particular audience demographics.
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TOOLKIT ELEMENTS
In the accompanying toolkit we create five recorder identities differentiated by their level of
experience/ expertise, level of taxonomic specialisation and (to some extent) geographic range. These
identity profiles are designed to help point recorders towards the most suitable resources, data
pathways and advice for their preferred style of recording.






The Specialist – takes a special interest in one or two groups, not necessarily tied to a set
location
The Local – sticks mostly to one geographic area recording one or many different groups
The PSL (Pan species lister) – doggedly records everything they see
The Generalist – likes to dip into lots of different groups without going into too much detail
The Newby – keen to learn but needs support to build confidence

It is important to note that these identities are intended to be indicative and fluid, with many real life
recorders identifying with more than one profile. They are a tool for simplification and should be used
with caution to avoid pigeonholing recorders.
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This framework and accompanying toolkit has been developed by Bristol Natural History Consortium
with support from the Department for Environment, Food and Rural Affairs.
Bristol Natural History Consortium is a unique partnership between 14 organisations, committed to
engaging people with the natural world through collaborative action. www.bnhc.org.uk
LEAD AUTHOR: Matt Postles, Senior Programmes Manager at Bristol Natural History Consortium
Bristol Natural History Consortium is a collaboration between Avon Wildlife Trust, Bath and Northeast Somerset
Council, BBC Natural History Unit, Bristol City Council, Bristol Zoo Gardens, Defra, National Trust, Natural England,
University of Bath, University of Bristol, University of the West of England, Wildfowl and Wetlands Trust, Wildscreen
and Woodland Trust. Registered Charity: 1123432
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Links


The National Biodiversity Network is a collaborative partnership created to exchange
biodiversity information www.nbn.org.uk



Find out about BioBlitz events – public engagement events where new recorders can get a
taste of different recording techniques and different taxonomic groups
www.bioblitzuk.org.uk



Find Nature Groups Near You through the Natural History Museum
www.nhm.ac.uk/take-part/nature-groups-near-you/



Training courses and workshops – Find a great selection of courses and workshops through
the Field Studies Council www.field-studies-council.org/learn-with-us



Find a list of Species Atlases through the Biological Records Centre www.brc.ac.uk/atlases



Find your Local Environmental Records Centre through ALERC www.alerc.org.uk



Join an online community of naturalists with iSpot www.ispotnature.org
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