
While utilizing citizen scientists unlocks massive geographical scale and forces community engagement, 
relying on a volunteer workforce introduces distinct friction points. The raw output is inherently noisier 
than a clinical academic study, requiring rigorous back-end management to ensure the findings are 
unassailable.  Here are the primary statistical and logistical challenges when deploying volunteers for 
large-scale street surveys: 
 
Statistical Challenges (Managing Data Noise) 

●​ Spatial Duplication (Double Counting): Free-roaming dogs are highly mobile. When multiple 
volunteer teams are deployed simultaneously across adjacent zip codes or saturation zones, a 
single roaming dog can easily cross boundaries and be logged multiple times. Statistical models 
must account for this overlap, or the final population density estimates will be artificially inflated. 

●​ Variable Detection Probability: In academic surveys, trained professionals maintain a consistent 
speed and observation pattern. Volunteers, however, exhibit vastly different effort levels. One 
team might drive slowly and scan meticulously, while another might rush through their route. This 
inconsistent "detection probability" makes it mathematically difficult to extrapolate data evenly 
across different municipal zones. 

●​ Subjectivity and Misclassification: Asking an untrained observer to correctly categorize a dog's 
status in a split second is risky. Volunteers frequently struggle to differentiate between a truly feral 
stray, a community dog, and an owned pet that has simply escaped its yard. 

 

Logistical Challenges (The Ground Game) 

●​ The Dual-Task Burden: Surveying is cognitively demanding. Expecting a volunteer to safely 
navigate a vehicle, accurately drop GPS waypoints in an app like OSMTracker, and simultaneously 
capture the high-resolution visual evidence required for a longitudinal documentary like 
Unleashed: The Dogs of San Antonio is a massive ask. This multitasking often leads to missed data 
points or compromised footage. 

●​ Safety and Liability: Deploying citizens into targeted, high-risk infrastructure zones—often areas 
with historical clusters of 311 calls or severe bite reports—requires ironclad safety protocols. 
Managing the legal liability, ensuring volunteers do not exit their vehicles to interact with 
aggressive packs, and keeping them out of hazardous industrial or residential environments is a 
full-time operational hurdle. 

●​ Equipment and File Management: At scale, coordinating the technology is a massive bottleneck. 
Ensuring that dozens of volunteers have sufficient battery life, adequate cellular data to maintain 
GPS locks, and the technical literacy to upload massive video files at the end of a shift requires 
intensive logistical support. 

●​ Rigorous Data Cleaning: A massive community deployment generates a chaotic avalanche of 
raw data. If the resulting spatial story maps are going to withstand bureaucratic pushback and 
stand up to scrutiny at an Animal Care Services Advisory Board meeting, every single waypoint 
must be verified. Bad GPS tracks, accidental button presses, and blurred photos must be 
painstakingly scrubbed from the dataset by the core team before the numbers can be finalized. 

 
Despite these hurdles, the friction is often part of the strategy. The immense effort required to train 
volunteers and clean the data is counterbalanced by the undeniable civic impact of the final 
product—transforming raw numbers into an irrefutable, community-backed narrative. 
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