
iDigBio	
  is	
  funded	
  by	
  a	
  grant	
  from	
  the	
  Na5onal	
  Science	
  Founda5on’s	
  Advancing	
  Digi5za5on	
  of	
  
Biodiversity	
  Collec5ons	
  Program	
  (Coopera5ve	
  Agreement	
  EF-­‐1115210).	
  	
  Any	
  opinions,	
  findings,	
  
and	
  conclusions	
  or	
  recommenda5ons	
  expressed	
  in	
  this	
  material	
  are	
  those	
  of	
  the	
  author(s)	
  and	
  
do	
  not	
  necessarily	
  reflect	
  the	
  views	
  of	
  the	
  Na5onal	
  Science	
  Founda5on.	
  All	
  images	
  used	
  with	
  
permission	
  or	
  are	
  free	
  from	
  copyright.	
  
	
  



iDigBio	
  is	
  funded	
  by	
  a	
  grant	
  from	
  the	
  Na5onal	
  Science	
  Founda5on’s	
  Advancing	
  Digi5za5on	
  of	
  
Biodiversity	
  Collec5ons	
  Program	
  (Coopera5ve	
  Agreement	
  EF-­‐1115210).	
  	
  Any	
  opinions,	
  findings,	
  
and	
  conclusions	
  or	
  recommenda5ons	
  expressed	
  in	
  this	
  material	
  are	
  those	
  of	
  the	
  author(s)	
  and	
  
do	
  not	
  necessarily	
  reflect	
  the	
  views	
  of	
  the	
  Na5onal	
  Science	
  Founda5on.	
  All	
  images	
  used	
  with	
  
permission	
  or	
  are	
  free	
  from	
  copyright.	
  
	
  

Gaps	
  in	
  Biodiversity	
  Data:	
  
Challenges	
  for	
  Digi7za7on	
  

Gil	
  Nelson	
  
gnelson@bio.fsu.edu	
  

iDigBio/Florida	
  State	
  University	
  

2-­‐3	
  December	
  2015	
  
Missouri	
  Botanical	
  Garden	
  

St.	
  Louis	
  



3	
  

The Nature of Gaps in the Availability of Digitized Data 

At the institutional level: 
•  Strategically ignored data in otherwise digitized collections 

o  Specimen selection (taxon, geography, endangered status, etc.) 
o  Data selection 

•  Specimens not yet in the digitization pipeline 

At the community level: 
•  Unfunded collections 
•  Small collections 
•  Institutions that choose not to aggregate their data 
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Unevenness in data in the iDigBio portal reflects our mission to 
accept and ingest all contributed biodiversity specimen data with 

few restrictions or requirements. 
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The completeness of digitized biodiversity data that get to 
any aggregator depends on: 

•  what gets digitized,  
•  how it gets digitized, 
•  and what is selected to be shared. 

All dependent on institutional decisions. 
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The availability of comprehensive, robust, and complete digital 
datasets from biodiversity specimens is directly dependent on 

the assumptions made when designing and implementing 
digitization protocols. 

Data that are missing in the record of any particular digitized 
specimen may often be traced to intentional decisions than to a 

lack of data to be digitized.  

Four Basic Assumptions about Data Gaps Directly 
Attributable to Digitization Practices 

We are still very early in the biodiversity specimen digitization 
adventure. 

Small collections that may contain the darkest of dark data are 
underrepresented in digitization projects. 
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Gaps and biases are often designed into 
digitization protocols for several important 
reasons: 
•  Funder expectations 
•  Tendency toward low cost per specimen 
•  What place imaging holds in the process 
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Digitization Decision Continua that Influence or Result in 
Data Gaps 

Current Tools                                                                                Future Tools 

Robustness                                                                                   Quantity 

Fitness                                                                                          Speed 

High cost                                                                                       Low cost 

	
  	
  	
  

Image everything                                                                         Image nothing Image exemplars 

Ancillary materials                                                                      Specimens only 
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Gaps Due to Differential Strategies for Data 
Enrichment 

Coding and normalizing: 
•  Phenological data, anomalies & outliers 
•  Ecological/habitat descriptions/nomenclature/parsing 
•  Density/associated species/abundance/habitat health 
•  Morphological characteristics and variation 

Georeferencing: 
•  Protocol documentation 
•  Resolution inconsistencies 

o  Geographic centroids 
(county, park, state) 

o  Label data 
o  Datum 
o  Method 

•  Documentation 
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Closing Digitization Gaps 

iDigBio has made gains in 
facilitating the development of 
digitization workflows in several 
communities.  
 
The challenges of institutional 
variation has encouraged our 
working groups to provide 
maximum accommodation via 
the development of modular, 
more or less “plug and play” 
approaches that preserve 
institutional flexibility. 
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Closing Digitization Gaps 

Adoption of discipline consensus 
workflows based on research 
community. 
 
Community agreement on the 
essential core data requirements 
that should drive digitization 
workflows and contribute to 
research. 
 
Agree on sets of community-
based priorities for addressing 
current data gaps. 
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Thank you! 
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