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Why Use and Contribute Data with iNaturalist?

Lots of Data Informs Conservation Decisions!

Globally!



Why Use and Contribute Data with iNaturalist?
In Montana and the West!

Lots of observers and identifiers!



• Well developed application - easy to collect photos or sound files
• Well developed algorithms to identify species from photos
• Global community of observers
 New species, Rarely Reported Species, Document Invasive Species

• Global community of identifiers  ensure high data quality
 Used by taxonomic experts and dedicated individuals  

• Well developed workflows allow natural resource managers to use data
• Great tool for learning about species where you live and where you play
• Subscribe to species of interest to get alerts of reports in areas of interest
• Connect with other people interested in the same species
• iNat data has been used in >6,000 science publications (1,000+ in 2024)
• Contribute to conservation outcomes!

Why Use and Contribute Data with iNaturalist?
Meadow Jumping Mouse

Range Extension!

Rush Skeletonweed
Invasive Species Control!



How To Use iNaturalist - Basics

How-To  iNaturalist Resources



How does                                    work?

1.Take a photo (or record a sound) 
of an organism using the app.

2. You will get a 
suggested 
identification.

The app automatically 
records the date/time 
and location.

3. The uploaded observation is visible to 
the iNaturalist community, who can 
confirm and correct identifications.

Observations with consensus on the ID 
are shared with other databases used for 
science and conservation.



Setting up an iNaturalist Account
1. On your phone - Download the iNaturalist app from your favorite app store

2. On your phone or on a desktop computer, create an iNaturalist account under the 
Sign Up link at the upper right of the page https://www.inaturalist.org/

3. Maintaining the default check on the upper box on licensing of photos, sounds, and 
observations will allow your information to be used with a creative commons non-
commercial attribution license so that it can be readily used by natural resource 
managers

4. Under the account menu at the upper right (while logged in), click on Account 
Settings and create an account Profile, and establish Content and Display settings, 
Notification settings, and linked Applications (e.g., Flickr, Google) for photo 
importing

https://www.inaturalist.org/


• Project – “Any”
• Taxonomic – “Automatically Update my content for taxon changes”
• Community Moderation

• Accept Community Identifications
• “Anyone” can add observation fields to my observations

• Licensing
• Default observation license – (CCO) or No Copyright.  This allows data to be freely used by data 

managers and natural resource managers even if a data fee is required in permitting processes.
• Default photo license – (CCbyNC) or Attribution-NonCommercial.  This allows your photos to be used by 

others in non-commercial purposes, but you must be credited for their use.
• Default sound license – (CCbyNC) or Attribution-NonCommercial.  This allows your sound files to be 

used by others in non-commercial purposes, but you must be credited for their use.

Recommended “Account Settings” – personal menu at upper right
Content and Display

Notifications
• This really depends on your interest in or tolerance for notifications, but in general it 

probably makes sense to be notified if someone mentions your @username



Tips for Taking Photos

1. Get close and fill the frame 
with the organism you are 
observing for your first or 
main photo (right)

2. Take a photo of the general 
setting in a secondary 
photo (left)



Take multiple shots to capture distinguishing features!



1. For insects and other 
animals that are moving 
around, take a photo as 
soon as you have the 
animal in the frame (left)

2. Take additional photos as 
you have time and ability 
to do so.  Keep clearer 
and in focus photos 
(right) and delete poorer 
photos before submitting 
the observation.

Tips for Taking Photos of moving organisms



• iNaturalist Resources               
https://www.inaturalist.org/pages/resources

• iNaturalist Help and Knowledge Base 
https://help.inaturalist.org/en/support/home

• iNaturalist Educators Guide 
https://help.inaturalist.org/en/support/solutions/articles/151000170805 

• iNaturalist Ambassador Program…if you do a lot of iNaturalist outreach 
https://www.inaturalist.org/pages/ambassadors

Key iNaturalist Resources
Tag the following taxonomic experts in Montana for help with identification…in the 
comments of an observation say “@bmaxell can you please help me identify this tadpole”
Scott Mincemoyer (vascular plants): @scott_mt
Peter Achuff (vascular plants): @plachuff
Kenda Herman (vascular plants): @kendarae
Dan Bachen (general resource, vertebrates): @dbachen
Bryce Maxell (general resource, vertebrates): @bmaxell
Zach Shattuck (fish): @pantosteus
Alexis McEwan (amphibians, reptiles): @lex_13

Bo Crees (birds): @bocrees
Frank Etzler (invertebrates): @frank_e_etzler
Ian Foley (invertebrates): @ian26
Noah Siegel (fungi): @noah_siegel
Ryan Patrick (fungi): @biglaughinggym
Craig McLane (aquatic invasive species): @cmclane

https://www.inaturalist.org/pages/resources
https://help.inaturalist.org/en/support/home
https://help.inaturalist.org/en/support/solutions/articles/151000170805
https://www.inaturalist.org/pages/ambassadors


How To Use iNaturalist - Advanced

How-To  iNaturalist Resources



• Account Settings of Particular Interest
• Content & Display = set licensing of observations, images, and sound files and which projects can 

add your obs.  Generally encourage Attribution (CC) for observations and Attribution (CC) or 
Attribution-NonCommercial (CC BY-NC) for images and sound files. 

• Notifications = if doing a lot of identifications, use to reduce notifications on confirming IDs
• Relationships = follow, mute, or entirely block other iNat users

• Dashboard = your iNaturalist home page where you can subscribe to taxa, edit your profile, edit/add 
observations, create and join Projects, see the latest posts on the iNaturalist forum, 

• Projects = a project groups a set of observations for certain goals and has a page to communicate to 
project members.  Collection Projects are essentially a saved filter for taxa, place, users, dates, data 
quality, etc. that can be used for encouraging data collection and identifications. Traditional Projects 
are more complex and can be used as data repositories for observations not identified to species.  
Users must join these projects and then add their observations to them.  If a user has Obscured an 
observation, project managers can see precise coordinates if the user has also joined the Collection or 
Traditional project and submitted the observation to the project.  Umbrella Projects allow up to 500 
Collection or Traditional Projects to be collated, compared, or promoted on a single landing page.

General Terms of Potential Interest - 1



• Site Curator = iNaturalist users who volunteer to help keep taxonomic data up-to-date and deal 
with Taxon Curation Flags.

• Taxon Curation Flag = On individual taxon pages, the Curation button to the bottom right of the 
taxon photo allows concerns over taxonomy or taxon geoprivacy to be “Flagged for Curation”.  
This can be used to request that taxon geoprivacy be set to Open because there are no concerns 
of exploitation or Obscured because there are concerns of exploitation if precise location 
coordinates are shared for the taxon.

• Subscriptions = On your dashboard you can subscribe to a Taxon globally or a Place to receive a 
morning email of reports for a taxon records reported for a place/jurisdiction of interest.

• Expert Identifier = A curated list of iNaturalist users that have either general or specific expertise 
with identification of a taxonomic group AND, perhaps more importantly, the confidence and 
knowledge to say they can’t identify something to species when the evidence does not support it 
or their skill level or experience does not allow for certain identification. Expertise is evaluated 
only for taxonomic groups and not geographic areas.  Access and update the master Expert 
Identifier list for the United States and Canada at: https://forms.office.com/g/QXF787VWwQ  

General Terms of Potential Interest - 2

https://forms.office.com/g/QXF787VWwQ


• Open versus Obscure = Open records display precise location coordinates.  Obscure records do not display 
precise location coordinates and are displayed as a random point within rectangles that are 0.2 degrees 
latitude x 0.2 degrees of longitude.  Records can be obscured for an entire taxon (taxon geoprivacy) 
because of exploitation concerns and iNaturalist defaults to obscure records for taxa that are S1, S2, or S3 
in a jurisdiction. A Taxon Flag can be submitted to Obscure or Open all records for a taxon within a 
jurisdiction.  A user can also Obscure any record at the time of submission if they have concerns about 
precise locations being made available (personal geoprivacy); if they do this but also join a Project and 
submit the observation to the Project, project managers can see the precise location coordinates.

• Research Grade = Two-thirds of identifiers agree on taxa identification…this could include the original 
submitter who didn’t identify to species agreeing with another user’s identification!

• Tags = Short text that can be added only by the observer for future searching/filtering.
• Observation Fields = Classifications of the observation that are controlled and populated by any iNaturalist 

user unless the observer has opted out. 
• Annotations = Classifications of the observation that are controlled by iNaturalist staff, but populated by 

anyone.  Annotations include Life Stage, Sex, Flowers and Fruits, Leaves, Alive or Dead, Evidence of 
Presence, and Established. These can be useful for filtering for particular research projects (e.g., phenology 
or taxonomy).

Observation Terms of Potential Interest



Obscured vs Open
We encourage you to report precise 
coordinates or leave the geoprivacy as 
“Open” vs. “Obscured” or “Private” 
unless private property or other 
interests are concerned!



Research Grade
* A record achieves “Research Grade” 
when two-thirds of 3 or more identifiers 
agree on the taxonomic identification.  For 
many species, identification by a species 
expert is preferable.



https://forms.office.com/g/QXF787VWwQ       Access List and Submit Updates! 
731 Taxonomic Experts for the U.S. and Canada

High Quality Data
• 5,103,746 Observations
• 35,418,643 Identifications

https://forms.office.com/g/QXF787VWwQ


Subscribing to a Place or Taxon1. Navigate to Account 
Dashboard

2. Look for the “Subscriptions” 
box. Note that you may 
need to scroll down. Its 
dynamic and can usually be 
found on the right or 
bottom

3. To subscribe to updates 
from anywhere across the 
species range select 
“Subscribe to a Taxon” to 
limit your subscription to 
Montana or a discrete 
geographic area select 
“Subscribe to a place”

4. In the popup window 
choose the appropriate 
place and taxon. Note that 
if Taxon is left blank all 
observations from that 
place will be included.

5. You will receive a daily 
email of records submitted 
for taxa you have 
subscribed to. 

1

2

3

4 5



1. Click on the Identify tab.

2. Select the species and place of interest

3. Open the Filters menu and select the 
review criteria you want…selections shown 
will show all records…then click Update 
Search at lower left

4. If you only want to see records you have 
not already reviewed, turn off the Reviewed 
checkbox

5. Click on individual records and review 
details of location, date, accuracy, and 
image or sound file.  Put cursor in “Suggest 
an Identification” line to see iNaturalist AI 
suggestions.  Click Agree with previous 
identification or enter your identification.

6. Take identifications as far as you can 
taxonomically to allow those identifications 
to be seen by the filters of others.

Identifying Records
1

2
3 4

5

3



Adding Entered Observations to a Project
*This is only necessary for “obscured” observations so that Project and 

resource managers can see the precise location of the observation. 

On Desktop Computer
1. Go to Projects under your profile and add project of interest if you do not already belong to it.
2. Go to the observation of interest
3. Below and to the right of the activity list of identifications click Projects
4. Select the project of interest

On phone app:
1. Click on Projects folder and add project if you do not 

already belong to it.
2. Go to observation of interest and click on Edit
3. Open Projects folder
4. Select project 



1. For maximizing identification productivity, the following URL code can be used to search for or exclude particular identifiers: 
To include iNaturalist usernames “plachuff”, “scott_mt”, “Lysandra”, and “mattlavin” 
https://www.inaturalist.org/observations/identify?quality_grade=needs_id%2Cresearch&taxon_id=76214&place_id=16&ident_user_id
=plachuff,scott_mt,lysandra,mattlavin

 To Exclude iNaturalist usernames “plachuff”, “scott_mt”, “Lysandra”, and “mattlavin” 
https://www.inaturalist.org/observations/identify?quality_grade=needs_id%2Cresearch&taxon_id=76214&place_id=16&without_iden
t_user_id=plachuff,scott_mt,lysandra,mattlavin

2. Access and update the master Expert Identifier list for the United States and Canada at: https://forms.office.com/g/QXF787VWwQ  
3. Examples of standard comments used in iNaturalist when interacting with users/curators:
• Taxon Flag: Representatives from the Montana Natural Heritage Program, Montana Fish, Wildlife, and Parks, Region 1 of the U.S. Forest 

Service, the Montana/Dakotas State Office of the Bureau of Land Management, the Ecological Services Office of the U.S. Fish and 
Wildlife Service, and the Montana Office of the Natural Resources Conservation Service have reviewed all vertebrate and vascular plant 
taxa in Montana for geoprivacy opening/obscuring policy and find no need to obscure records for Ursus arctos horribilis in Montana as 
the species is wide-ranging and risks of sharing locations beyond critical denning habitat should not represent a threat/risk of harm to 
the species.

• Contribute Obscured Record to Project: Please consider submitting this observation to the Montana Natural Heritage Observation 
Project so that natural resource managers can have access to precise coordinates in their planning efforts. You can do that by: (1) going 
to https://www.inaturalist.org/projects/montana-natural-heritage-observations; (2) click on Join at the upper right; (3) click on the “Yes, I 
want to join” button; (4) on an individual observation you can now type/select the “Montana Natural Heritage Observations” project 
under the Projects dropdown to the right of the identifications/comments.

• Editing location coordinates and accuracy: You can edit the mapping of this and other records by: (1) Click on your profile in the upper 
right; (2) Click on "Edit Observations“; (3) Click on the observation to edit; (4) Click the blue "Edit" button at the upper right; (5) Zoom in 
on the map and move the marker pin to the correct location; (6) Click on the Edit link at the upper right of the map and type in a new 
accuracy value (Acc m); (7) Click on blue "Save Observation" button at the bottom left

Other Tips and Tricks

https://www.inaturalist.org/observations/identify?quality_grade=needs_id%2Cresearch&taxon_id=76214&place_id=16&ident_user_id=plachuff,scott_mt,lysandra,mattlavin
https://www.inaturalist.org/observations/identify?quality_grade=needs_id%2Cresearch&taxon_id=76214&place_id=16&without_ident_user_id=plachuff,scott_mt,lysandra,mattlavin
https://www.inaturalist.org/observations/identify?quality_grade=needs_id%2Cresearch&taxon_id=76214&place_id=16&without_ident_user_id=plachuff,scott_mt,lysandra,mattlavin
https://forms.office.com/g/QXF787VWwQ
https://www.inaturalist.org/projects/montana-natural-heritage-observations


How iNaturalist Data is Used by Natural 
Resource Managers in Montana



Montana Natural Heritage Program Workflow for iNaturalist Data in Montana

Taxa Table

Expert Table

Working Table

Flag taxa for data 
obscuring/opening

Data Review and 
comments for:
• Taxa subscriptions

• AIS
• Noxious Weeds
• Vert classes

• Species of interest
• Reviews of projects
• Records identified by 

MTNHP audit reports

Communications on 
specific records to 
obscure or open

Establish Projects for 
taxa of interest
• Heritage Obs
• Non-lichenizing fungi

MTNHP Processing Server

iNat 
Audit 

Reports

Audit Reports Triggering 
iNaturalist Record Review

iNaturalist API
Monthly Download

Daily work in iNaturalist

Other Lookup 
and Archive 

tables

• Species of Concern
• New species
• Records outside range
• Records >10km from 

previous records
• Records outside predicted 

suitable habitat
• Records where something 

has changed

Append “Expert” IDs to 
MTNHP Obs Database

Full Database 
Audit Reports

Nightly
Weekly

Monthly
Quarterly

Standard MTNHP 
Review and Processing 
of Records for QA/QC



API

Integrating the power of 
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Primary Workflow

Pre-Append Checks 
(details follow)

Post Append Audit Reports

Tables Referenced

Reference Material
(Includes date of last download)

Error Tracking

Scheduled Run
(File referenced for running monthly) 

Ran on working table
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iNaturalist Non-native Species Watchlist
https://tinyurl.com/5n8sn6az 

Non-native records 
outside Montana within 
800-km radius of center 

of Montana

What species are likely 
to invade Montana 

Next!

Observation Count Proximity to Montana

Data for Individual Records

Proximity to Montana
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https://tinyurl.com/5n8sn6az


https://www.inaturalist.org/geo_model/64989/explain

Geomodels Help Document Species’ Range
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