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INTRODUCTION

User Generated Content

The World Wide Web has evolved from being a 
network of resources on the Internet developed 
and delivered by professional programmers and 
administrators, with users as passive receivers, 

to one of social networking and content sharing 
(sometimes known as Web 2.0), facilitated by tools 
making it easy to publish content in different lan-
guages, and fast and cheap Internet access in many 
parts of the world. It has spawned the development 
of virtual communities or virtual social networks, 
which share data with one another, and with the 
public at large. This user generated content is 
most obvious in the repositories available through 
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ABSTRACT

User-Generated Content (UGC) in general, and Volunteered Geographical Information (VGI) in particular, 
are becoming more important as sources for official data bases, such as those used in national Spatial 
Data Infrastructures (SDIs). Discovering and assessing VGI as suitable geospatial resources for one’s 
purposes is hence becoming more important, but can be difficult. One way of assessing VGI resources 
is by classifying them into different types of resources, i.e. a taxonomy of resources. The question is 
whether such taxonomies can accurately identify suitable VGI resources. We assess five taxonomies both 
subjectively and using formal concept analysis to determine their discrimination adequacy, that is, how 
well the taxonomies discriminate between repositories containing UGC in general, or VGI in particular.

DOI: 10.4018/978-1-4666-2038-4.ch107



1795

An Assessment of Several Taxonomies of Volunteered Geographic Information

web sites such as Wikipedia (Wikimedia, 2011), 
the free, online encyclopedia in many languages, 
consisting of contributions mainly from the public 
at large, rather than from domain experts (though 
it does also include much content from encyclo-
pedias that are out of copyright and other expert 
sources). Similarly, virtual communities have also 
facilitated folksonomies or collaborative tagging, 
which are the classification and identification 
of content by the general public, rather than by 
domain experts (Cooper, et al., 2011).

There is no widely accepted definition of 
User-Generated Content (UGC), and maybe there 
never will be. As with many concepts in informa-
tion technology, UGC is interpreted in different 
ways, and one woman’s user generated content 
could be another man’s professionally generated 
content (Cooper, et al., 2010b). To support a study 
by the Organisation for Economic Cooperation 
and Development (OECD) on the participative 
web and the rapid growth of user-created content, 
and because they could not find a suitable defini-
tion or taxonomy, Wunsch-Vincent and Vickery 
(2007) defined user-created content (their term 
for user-generated content) as being:

•	 Content made publicly available over the 
Internet,

•	 Which reflects a “certain amount of cre-
ative effort,” and

•	 Which is “created outside of professional 
routines and practices” (Wunsch-Vincent 
& Vickery, 2007).

Their second criteria could be considered to 
be controversial, as much content contributed by 
the public might be done so without any creative 
effort, such as the material on file sharing sites. 
Further, it appears to exclude content where the 
person uploading the content is not the creator 
of the content but is doing so legitimately, which 
would be the case of a tribute site, such as for 
the late Andries Naude (2009), who established 
the site that was later populated by his wife and 

friends. The third criteria is nominally useful 
for differentiating user-created content from 
professionally generated content, though they do 
acknowledge that it is getting harder to maintain 
this distinction as some amateur content provid-
ers obtain sufficient status to then get paid for 
providing the same content for a media web site. 
This also excludes the content that the likes of 
De Longueville et al. (2009) consider to be user 
generated, namely where the data are collected, 
synthesized and posted by a professional research 
team, derived from interviews with stakeholders 
(Cooper, et al., 2010a).

Of course, UGC is not confined to the Internet 
and was not invented on the Internet—though the 
Internet brings UGC to a much wider audience 
and much more quickly, than would otherwise be 
the case. People generate content whenever they 
document something or tell someone something. 
Much of the content is discarded quickly, because 
the other person was not listening or the document 
(e.g.: scrap of paper with a shopping list) is used 
and thrown away. There are no minimum crite-
ria for value, availability or use for considering 
whether or not content can be deemed UGC. Of 
particular interest here is the UGC that is made 
widely available, such as through the Internet 
(Cooper, et al., 2011).

Pervasive, cheap (or free), easy-to-use and 
intelligent web services empower users to develop, 
rate, combine (e.g.: mashups) and distribute con-
tent on the Internet; collaborate with peers (known 
and unknown, with common interests or not); 
and customise Internet applications. This is the 
basis of the participative web (Wunsch-Vincent 
& Vickery, 2007). Gervais (2009) feels that even 
as a mere conceptual cloud, the term UGC is use-
ful for considering the societal shifts in content 
creation due to the participative web. A web site 
can make more than one repository available 
(e.g.: Wikipedia currently has 269 active editions 
[Wikimedia, 2011]) and a repository can be made 
available through more than one web site (e.g.: 
OpenStreetMap data used by other web sites). 
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