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Abstract

Wikipedia has become an enormous source of information in the last decade. Because of its ubiquitous 
presence on the internet and the speed of which it is updated, it has become more than a reference. It 
becomes 'a first rough draft of history'. In this study the changing politics of openness are analyzed. By 
looking at both small articles, as well as one extremely popular, the role of openness and transparency within 
Wikipedia is discussed. In this study I point out that in order to improve the quality of Wikipedia, it is 
sometimes necessary to limit the amount of openness, which is not a problem as long as the process 
remains completely transparent. At the same time, more transparency is needed to improve the smaller 
articles, which are often created by a single person.

Keywords: Wikipedia, Openness, Transparency, Digital Methods.
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Introduction

Wikipedia was found in 2001 by Jimmy Wales and Larry Sanger.1 It began as a complementary project of 
Nupedia, a free online English-language encyclopedia project whose articles were written by experts and 
reviewed under a formal process. Wikipedia was found to create a space where people could discuss the 
articles in Nupedia. This way it could 'feed' the articles in Nupedia. Wales decided to create a separate 
platform where users could create their own encyclopedic articles together. In the beginning of Wikipedia, 
articles where created by people who wrote for Nupedia and slowly, more contributors started expanding the 
amount of articles and devoured Nupedia. Wikipedia's full name is: “Wikipedia, the free encyclopedia anyone 
can edit”. It invites people from all over the world to share their knowledge and to contribute to a 
collaborative understanding. It uses the power of the world wide web to create a place of human 
collaboration and a place of activity for 'everybody'.2 

After it was found, Wikipedia quickly started growing and the number of articles and edits made grew 
everyday.3 At its top, in the beginning of 2007, 4.8 million edits were made per month. This number has now 
slightly dropped to an average of 4.1 million per month. The active users, who call themselves 'Wikipedians' 
produce an encyclopedia that is unprecedented in scale and scope. Wikipedia is considered to be a good 
example of a successful open source project where the power of the mass creates something with the speed 
and precision that could have never been achieved by individual people or companies. At this moment, more 
than 3.5 million articles can be found in the English Wikipedia database and more than 14 million when all 
language versions added together. Wikipedia is always in the top 10 list of each country of most visited 
websites created by Alexa. On a daily base, it receives more than 15 million hits. 

During the short period of existence of Wikipedia, it has been discussed by many scholars. Many times the 
question was asked if an encyclopedia produced by many, sometimes anonymous, minds, can be reliable.4 

And still today, many educational institutions prohibit their students to use Wikipedia as a reference source.5 

This, despite the fact that several scholars have proved Wikipedia to be just as reliable as other 
encyclopedia's written by experts. (That is, not to say that there are no expert writers active on Wikipedia, 
perhaps on the contrary.). During the 10 years of existence, many different rules have been made within 
Wikipedia, mostly by users. The most important one that was present from the beginning is the 'neutral point 
of view-policy'. This is due to the encyclopedic nature of Wikipedia. 

A wiki article is very easy to edit. Anyone with a computer and an internet connection can click the 'edit' 
button and start typing. This makes it also very easy to update an article. Take for example the Wikileaks 
spokesperson Julian Assange, which is discussed later in the article. On a daily base new information 
appears about this person. Anyone can open the article and change or add information. This can be done as 
a registered user, or anonymous. Because of its huge presence on the world wide web, Wikipedia is likely to 
be the first or the second hit when a search query is entered in Google. This way, Wikipedia gets a more 
important role in news information on the web. 

The ubiquitous presence of Wikipedia on the web not only influences current events, but also ones from the 
past. Wikipedia starts to become a 'first rough draft of history'.6 When a search query for an event or topic is 
entered, Wikipedia is likely to be in the top search results. This has the consequence that this presented 
history is also written not by experts,but by a community in an open-source way. This has some severe 
implications for the Wikipedia community and its policies. Wikipedia has became more than just an 
encyclopedia. It is an up-to-date news source where anyone can find or add new information and therefore 
helps to shape history and a collective memory.7

1 http://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Wikipedia
2 Shirkey, C (2008). “Here Comes Everybody: The Power of Organizing Without Organizations”. Penguin Press, NY, 

USA
3 http://stats.wikimedia.org
4 Keen, A. (2007). “The cult of the amateur: how today’s Internet is killing our culture.” Doubleday, New York.
5 Waters, N.L (2007). “Why You Can't Use Wikipedia in my Class” In: Communications of the ACM September 

2007/Vol. 50, No. 9, pages 15-17
6 Rozenweig, R (2006). “Can History be Open Source? Wikipedia and the future of the past” In: Journal of American 

History 93, 1 (June 2006), 117–146 
7 Edy, J.A (1999). “Journalistic use of Collective Memory” Journal of Communication. Volume 49, Issue 2, pages 71–

85, June 1999

4



In this paper, I want to take a deeper look inside Wikipedia and the way that the articles are created. Who is 
responsible for the content that can be found on Wikipedia? What is the consequence of the fact that 
'anyone can edit' at any time and how is dealt with a project that has become so incredibly large? In the first 
part I will point out how Wikipedia works. The basics of Wikipedia will be explained and a more in-depth 
analysis of the politics of Wikipedia is done. By looking at the rules and regulations of Wikipedia, as well as 
how they are actually regulated by the community I will point out how Wikipedia has managed to control such 
a large group of editors and created an encyclopedia of high quality in stead of an anarchistic chaos. 

In the second part, a closer look is taken to how an article is created and how it develops. Who creates the 
article? Is it a dedicated member of the community or an anonymous user who believes he can add 
something to the encyclopedia,? It is also interesting to see what happens after the creation. How does the 
community respond and what kind of edits are made? By taking a couple of articles as a case study, this will 
be made clear. This will make clear that a user should look at the average Wikipedia article more critically. 
Since this is hard for the average not so media-savvy Wikipedia user8, Wikipedia should make this process 
of creation more insightful

In the third part, a more closer look will be taken to articles who are subjected to heavy editing. By taking a 
more deeper look into the Wiki article about Julian Assange the it will be made clear how the community 
responds on a topic like this and what this means for the idea of the 'open' and collaboration.   

From this analysis, I conclude that the role of Wikipedia has changed, it has gone to be more than an 
encyclopedia, as it functions as an up to date news source. This has implications for the openness of 
Wikipedia and other ideas from the early days. To make sure Wikipedia can stay and become a more reliable 
source of information, transparency is the key.

8 Boyd d (2005) “Academia and Wikipedia.” Corante (4 January). Available at: 
http://many.corante.com/archives/2005/01/04/academia_and_wikipedia.php
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The creation of Wikipedia.

Since it was found in 2001, Wikipedia has seen immense growth and has been the recipient of both criticism 
of its quality and reliability, and accolades for its ability to collect and organize an unprecedented amount of 
knowledge using an open model.9 Each article in Wikipedia is its own page, a “wiki.” A wiki is an instantly 
editable web page, with a few exceptions, anyone can edit any page to change the content of that article. 
Each article has an accompanying wiki page known as a “talk page”, where users can discuss changes, 
propose new changes, or discuss contentious issues in the article’s content. Additionally, each page has a 
“history”page, displaying every change ever made to the page, listing who made each change and when, 
and allowing the user to compare versions. The article history makes it possible to see an article’s evolution 
over time, monitor for vandalism, or effortlessly revert a wiki page to a previous version. These are the basic 
tools for creating the encyclopedia. The collaborative approach on Wikipedia is based on consensus, 
meaning that changes to both article content and site policies and procedures are decided upon by the 
outcome of discussion taking place on talk pages.

One of the most important policies in Wikipedia is the one that says that every article has to be written from a 
neutral point of view. In Wikipedia there is no room for personal opinions or bias. This policy has been 
criticized by many scholars.10 It is hard, if not impossible, to create a neutral article about a topic where the 
opinions differ about. And even if this point is reached, linguistics will tell you that even a single word can 
never be completely unbiased. Maybe only articles about factual physics can be neutral. Joseph Reagl 
explains the neutral point of view policy in a different way.11 It is not about writing a completely neutral article, 
it is about giving enough attention to each opinion. So in for example the article about abortion, it should be 
noted that there are proponents as well as opponents and both their opinions should be included in the 
article. To come to an agreement, editors debate on the talk page about the topic. This does not always lead 
to an agreement and sometimes end up in vandalism or edit wars.12 If the community does not come to an 
agreement, certain users with privileged rights can take the final decision.

All these options are in the line of Eric Raymond's notion of 'open source', created in 1990. His idea of an 
open source project is that it allows anyone to contribute, makes the created content or code openly 
available for everyone and shows complete transparency about all the decisions taken.13 Ironically, Wikipedia 
is not looked upon favorably by some prominent open source developers.14 Eric Raymond himself has 
characterized Wikipedia as a “disaster”. In his view, Wikipedia is not suitable for working with the idea of 
open source because software developers and their code can be judged by objective standards, it either 
works or does not. Knowledge claims however, can not. For this reason, Wikipedia has been criticized by 
many scholars, doubting how trustworthy an encyclopedia that can be edited by anyone and not only by 
experts. Other studies have shown that the content in Wikipedia is in fact of a quality that is comparable with 
expert written encyclopedia's, like Brittanica.1516

9 Johnson, Benjamin (2008). "Incentives to Contribute in Online Collaboration: Wikipedia as Collective Action" 
Paper presented at the annual meeting of the International Communication Association, TBA, Montreal, Quebec, 
Canada.

10 Kittur, A., Suh, B., Pendleton, P.A., and Chi, E.H (2007). “He Says, She Says: Conflict and Coordination in 
Wikipedia.: In Proc. of ACM Conference on Human Factors in Computing Systems (CHI2007), 453-462.

11 Reagle, J.M. (2008). “In Good Faith: Wikipedia and the Pursuit of Universal Knowledge. Phd Dissertation, New 
York University. 

12 http://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Wikipedia:Edit_warring
13 Raymond, E (1999). “The Cathedral and the Bazaar”, http://www.tuxedo.org/~esr/writings/cathedral-

bazaar/cathedralbazaar.html 
14 Reagle, J.M. (2008). “In Good Faith: Wikipedia and the Pursuit of Universal Knowledge. Phd Dissertation, New 

York University. 
15 Chesney, T (2006). “An empirical examination of Wikipedia's credibility”. First Monday, 11, November
16 Giles J (2005) “Internet encyclopedias go head to head.” Nature 438: 900–1. Available at: 

http://www.nature.com/nature/journal/v438/n7070/full/438900a.html
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The founding policy principle of Wikipedia has always been to keep the community as rule-free as possible.17 

It is the idea of an open platform where anyone can share knowledge without boundaries. Anyone with an 
internet connection should be able to contribute. Because of the collaboration of the mass, anyone with false 
intentions could be easily tracked and blocked. Because everybody could control everybody, not many rules 
were needed. Or as Larry Sanger once quoted Eric Raymond: “Given enough eyeballs, all errors are 
shallow".18 Unfortunately, it turned out that either to create and maintain an encyclopedia of high quality, 
some rules were required. The early Wikipedians created the fundamental principles by which Wikipedia 
operates. They are summarized in the form of five "pillars".19 Derived from these pillars, the community 
developed a swelling collection of policies (must be followed, no exceptions) and guidelines (should be 
followed, suggested) that regulate the editors’ behavior. The fifth pillar says: “Wikipedia does not have firm 
rules”. This means that the rules made are always open for discussion and, if necessary, can be changed. 

Butler et al. found that the amount of bureaucracy has rapidly grown in Wikipedia, together with the efforts 
involved. All the policy pages have grown enormously and have become almost 10 times as big. The 
copyright policy page for example, contained of 342 words in the beginning of 2002. Today, the article 
contains 3403 words and the talk page has been edited more than 3000 times. This growth shows that policy 
development, discussion, and maintenance have become also an important part of the work of the 
community. Even the page about the fifth “no firm rules” pillar is subjected to this. While the  policy itself is 
only sixteen words long, the page explaining what the policy means contains over 500 words, refers readers 
to seven other documents, has generated over 8,000 words of discussion, and has been changed over 100 
times in less than a year. The idea of Wikipedia as a platform where a massive amount of knowledge is 
collected by collaboration has been an inspiring example for many. However, as Wikipedia grows larger, they 
also need to deal with policies and rules to make sure the experiment does not turn in total anarchy and 
chaos. 

Besides creating these rules, the Wikipedians also have to maintain them. In the beginning of Wikipedia, this 
was all done by the community itself. Certain respected members of the community were appointed as 
'Administrators', a group of privileged users who have the ability to perform administrative roles such as 
delete pages and block users from editing. Despite the name, administrators are not supposed to have any 
special privilege in decision-making and are prohibited from using their powers to settle content disputes. 
The role of administrators is often described as "janitorial".20 As Wikipedia grew larger, it became impossible 
for the administrators to keep track of all the edits that were made in Wikipedia. To solve that problem, 
automated bots were created. 

The bots are today a very important part of Wikipedia. The first bot was created in 2002 and their number 
have grown exponentially. In 2006, the number had grown to 151, in 2008, there were 457 active bots and by 
the end of 2009, there were 618 bots.21 Each automated bot is created with a very specific task to aid the 
Wikipedia community to maintain and improve the quality of the articles. They can add inlinks22, check 
copyright violations or detect and undo vandalism. Vandalism is recognizable, for it often means a large 
amount of deleted content in an article or a ‘more than usual’ change in content. A bot can be recognized 
because of the word 'bot' in its username.  The bots of Wikipedia are the most active users of Wikipedia.23 

They crawl through the articles to check if an edit can be made. Some bots even start new articles. They 
check different databases and compare this with the articles in Wikipedia. If a topic is missing they create the 
article with basic information from the database, like for example the statistics of a town, it is up to the human 
editors to edit the article and create an encyclopedic entry. 

17 Suh, B., Concertino, G., Chi, E.H., Pirolli, P. (2008). “The Singularity is Not Near: Slowing Growth of Wikipedia”. 
Palo Alto Research Center, Palo Alto, California, US.

18 Sanger, L.  Referencing Linus' law in Raymond, E (1999). “The Cathedral and the Bazaar”, 
http://www.tuxedo.org/~esr/writings/cathedral-bazaar/cathedralbazaar.html 

19 http://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Wikipedia:Five_pillars
20 Suh, B., Concertino, G., Chi, E.H., Pirolli, P. (2008). “The Singularity is Not Near: Slowing Growth of Wikipedia”. 

Palo Alto Research Center, Palo Alto, California, US.
21 http://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Wikipedia:Editing_frequency/All_bots)
22 Rogers, R (2009). “The Googlization Question, and the Inculpable Engine”. In K.Becker and F. Stalder (eds), Deep 

Search, the Poltics of Search Engines Beyond Google, Edison, NJ: Transaction, 173-184
23 Niederer, S. and Dijk, J. Van (2009). “The Case of Wikipedia: Wisdom of the Crowd or Technicity of Content?”. 

Unpublished ms.
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Not only bots and administrators can undo edits, because of the open system of Wikipedia, anyone can 
remove an edit made by another person. This fact, combined with the expanding set of rules, make 
Wikipedia a hard place for novice users. When a person wants to start editing articles in Wikipedia, he or she 
needs a severe set of skills and has to be aware of all the rules that apply in Wikipedia. Most of them are 
quite obvious, like ‘don’t be a dick’24, but the new contributor must first read many pages to get a clear 
understanding of how editing Wikipedia is done. If these rules are not applied, edits can be made undone 
within minutes. For this reason, it can be quite frustrating to start editing Wikipedia and the starting editor is 
likely to give up soon.

This has become one of the reasons that the amount of editors in Wikipedia is slowly decreasing.25 In the 
first years, Wikipedia grew exponentially. In 2007 the amount of users was at its top. There were more than 
18.000 active users who contributed at least 5 times per week. At this moment, Wikipedia has around 14.000 
active users.

Image 1. Number of 'active users' on Wikipedia

Other reasons for the decline of the amount of users were found by Suh et al. Their study suggests that it 
has for one thing become harder to find a topic to write about. All the easy topics have already been taken. 
In the early days of Wikipedia, an editor could create a new article with little time and effort for the simple fact 
that the article had not yet existed. The harder topics need a more specialistic approach and more effort. 
Editors need more expertise to start a new topic, which results in less suitable editors. An other factor that 
has effect on the growth of Wikipedia is the growing resistance to new content, especially when contributed 
by occasional editors. While the amount of new topics created, the amount of edits made on per month stays 
almost the same. This indicates that users and bots are making more edits per month in already existing 
articles. This will, according to Suh et al. Lead to increased patterns of conflict and dominance. 

24 http://meta.wikimedia.org/wiki/Don't_be_a_dick
25 Suh, B., Concertino, G., Chi, E.H., Pirolli, P. (2008). “The Singularity is Not Near: Slowing Growth of Wikipedia”. 

Palo Alto Research Center, Palo Alto, California, US.
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What happens now is that less users create and maintain an encyclopedia that becomes bigger everyday, 
not only in size, but also in importance. Because of its ubiquitous presence on the internet it has become on 
of the most important sources of information. But what is the reason that Wikipedia has gained such 
dominance? The reasons for this can be found in the way the biggest search engine in in the world operates: 
Google. The pagerank system created by the company uses a couple of parameters to decide in which order 
the pages that are found when a search query is entered are displayed.26 It first of all looks at the title of the 
page. This is in Wikipedia's advantage because every topic is a page on its own, with its own title. Second, 
Google rates a page higher when many other articles link to it. In Wikipedia, every page links to other pages 
within Wikipedia, but also to external sources. Users and bots add hyperlinks to other articles wherever they 
can. When there is no other article linking to it, it is marked as an 'orphan' and asks the Wikipedians to add 
links. Wikipedia is because of this one big link farm, automatically boosting its articles to the top. Today, 
Wikipedia gets around 15 million hits per day.27

Millions of users surf to a Wikipedia article each day. The main reason for that is that they want to get some 
information about a topic. Therefore Wikipedia shapes the thoughts and ideas of many people around the 
world each day.28 At the same time, Wikipedia is edited more than 130.000 times a day, this means that there 
is constant scrutiny about the content of the articles. Historian Roy Rosenzweig points out that the the value 
of Wikipedia should not be sought in its accuracy of its published content, but in the dynamics  of its 
continuing editing process. He points out that “Although Wikipedia as a product is problematic as a sole 
source of information, the process of creating Wikipedia fosters an appreciation of the very skills that  
historians try to teach”29 By taking a closer look into the development of an article, this process of creating 
will be analyzed.

26 Rogers, R (2009). “The Googlization Question, and the Inculpable Engine”. In K.Becker and F. Stalder (eds), Deep 
Search, the Poltics of Search Engines Beyond Google, Edison, NJ: Transaction, 173-184

27 http://www.alexa.com/topsites
28 Rozenzweig, R (2006). “Can History be Open Source? Wikipedia and the future of the past” In: Journal of American 

History 93, 1 (June 2006), 117–146 
29 Rozenzweig, R (2006). “Can History be Open Source? Wikipedia and the future of the past” In: Journal of American 

History 93, 1 (June 2006), 117–146 p. 138
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The creation of a Wikipedia article.

How are Wikipedia articles created? And by who? The founder of Wikipedia, Jimmy Wales stated in a 
presentation in 2006 that:

“They idea that a lot of people have from Wikipedia, is that it’s some emergent phenomenon — the wisdom 
of mobs, swarm intelligence, that sort of thing — thousands and thousands of individual users each adding a 
little bit of content and out of this emerges a coherent body of work.” But, he insisted, the truth was rather 
different: Wikipedia was actually written by “a community … a dedicated group of a few hundred volunteers”  
where “I know all of them and they all know each other”. Really, “it’s much like any traditional organization.”30

Thus, according to Wales, Wikipedia is created by just a small community within the bigger community. It is 
much like the power law where 80% of the work is done is 20% of the users.31 And it is even tighter than that. 
50% of the edits are made by 0,7% of all the registered Wikipedia user. The statistics of Wikipedia support 
this conclusion made by Wales. These show that at this moment there are more than 500.000 users 
registered to the English Wikipedia. At his moment, only around 35.000 users are active, A user is 
considered 'active' when he or she made at least 5 edits the last month. As shown earlier in image 1 the 
amount of active users is decreasing. 

The statistics of Wikipedia also show the ‘very active users’ who make more than 100 edits per month. At 
this moment, around 3500 users are ‘very active’. 

Image 2. Number of 'very active users' on Wikipedia.

When looking at the graph of this group in image 2, it is interesting to see that it looks similar to the one 
shown in image 1. This group is also declining. So Wikipedia has less active users all together than in 2007. 
However, the graph in image 3 shows that the amount of edits made in one month has stayed generally the 
same the last three years. 

30 Citation of the presentation Jimmy Wales gave in Stanford University. Noted by Swartz, A. 
http://www.aaronsw.com/weblog/whowriteswikipedia_fn1

31 Voss, J (2005). “Measuring Wikipedia”.  In: Proceedings 10th International Conference of the International Society 
for Scientometrics and Informetrics 2005.  
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Image 3. Amount of edits made per day.

Thus, the same amount of edits is made by less active users. This could mean two things. The first 
possibility is that more edits are made by users who do not count as ‘active’. This would mean that more 
users just make a few edits, and so altogether create a lot of edits, or more edits are made by anonymous 
users. It could also mean that the ‘very active Wikipedians’ became more active. Unfortunately, the statistics 
of Wikipedia do not show the users that make the most edits per month. It is important to notice that in the 
graph about the number of edits, bots were taken in account as well. As Niederer&van Dijk have pointed out, 
these are now the most active Wikipedia editors. 

The quote from Wales dates from 2006, at that point, the amount of contributors was at its top. Since then, 
the number of bots have grown exponentially. They have taken over many of the tasks that used to be done 
by human editors in 2006. I believe this is the reason that the amount of edits have stayed the same while 
the number of contributors declined. Bots take the janitorial work out of the hands of the human contributors, 
leaving more time to create new and better articles. Also, the number of 'reverts' have grown which means 
that the last edit made is undone.32 This number supports the assumption of Suh et al., that the fact that 
there are less to articles that need to be written, leads to a pattern of increased conflict and dominance. Also 
in these numbers, bots were taken in account. 

The statistics show that Wales' assumption that a small group of people make almost all the edits is correct. 
Wales however, comes to this conclusion by counting all the edits that are made. To analyze this, it is 
important to realize what an edit exactly is? An edit is counted when a person clicks the edit button, makes 
changes and then clicks the save button. No matter how many  things are edited at once, it counts as one 
edit. Thus, the adding of a complete new chapter is counted the same way whenever someone, or a bot, 
corrects a typo. This means Wales is right by stating that most of the edits are made by small group, but 
counting the edits does not show which users are actually responsible for the content of Wikipedia. Aaron 
Swartz did a small research to find out which users added most of the content in an article.33  He concluded:

“When you put it all together, the story become clear: an outsider makes one edit to add a chunk of  
information, then insiders make several edits tweaking and reformatting it. In addition, insiders rack up 
thousands of edits doing things like changing the name of a category across the entire site — the kind of  
thing only insiders deeply care about. As a result, insiders account for the vast majority of the edits. But it’s  
the outsiders who provide nearly all of the content.”

32 Voss, J (2005). “Measuring Wikipedia”.  In: Proceedings 10th International Conference of the International Society 
for Scientometrics and Informetrics 2005.  

33 Swartz, A. (2006). Who writes Wikipedia? Aaron Swartz’s Raw Thought. 
http://www.aaronsw.com/weblog/whowriteswikipedia
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With his research, Swartz debunks the assumption of Wales that a small community which consists of a few 
hundred people is responsible for most of the content in Wikipedia.

In this paper I want to extend the research done by Swartz. By taking a deeper look in a few articles I want to 
find out who exactly writes these articles and analyze how an article is created. The articles were selected by 
using the random article function within Wikipedia.34 By using the export data function of Wikipedia, the data 
could be imported in a program called the History Flow Visualization Application.35 This program shows 
which users have contributed to the article and which parts of the text were written by these users. Together 
with a tool created by the digital methods initiative36, it is possible to see 100 edits of any period in the history 
of an article. 

Image 4. Visualization of the history page from the Wikipedia article '1886 Sauk Rapids Tornado'

34 http://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Special:Random
35 http://researchweb.watson.ibm.com/visual/projects/history_flow/index.htm
36 http://wiki.digitalmethods.net/Dmi/ToolWikipediaHistoryFlowCompanion
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This is the visualization of the article '1886 Sauk Rapids Tornado',37 an article which was created in may 
2007. As the above image shows, almost the entire article was written by the same person, user WxGopher. 
This user created and expanded the article. In total he made 45 edits. User WxGopher is a very active 
Wikipedia contributor.38 On his user page he explains his special interest in weather disasters and he made 
8600 edits in march 2009. A few other users added tiny pieces of info and a bot, Cydebot, made 2 edits, 
categorizing the article.

It is important to notice that the History Flow Visualizer does not show the names or IP-addresses of the 
anonymous users. This while these play an important role in the creation of articles in Wikipedia. They share 
most of the same editing options as the registered users. They can create new articles, add or delete text, 
add links, correct a spelling mistake and so on. Being anonymous has however, also some restrictions. They 
cannot move pages or upload media. Because IP addresses are so often dynamic, an IP-based user page is 
generally impractical, and in fact disallowed on several wikis. Anonymous users are often prohibited from 
participation in processes such as deletion and permissions debates, or may only participate on a restricted 
basis, this means they may leave comments, but may not vote. The fact that the IP address is publicly visible 
means that anyone can track the IP address and, if necessary, be identified by the internet service provider. 
This makes anonymous users in fact less anonymous than registered users, who do not reveal any personal 
information. Anonymous made edits are also more closely watched by users and bots because acts of 
vandalism are often made anonymous.

In the article about the 1886 Sauk Rapids tornado three anonymous edits were made. To conclude, this 
article has been almost completely created by an experienced Wikipedia user. This user also makes a lot of 
other edits, even though he is not an expert in that subject. He makes spelling corrections, adds categories 
and removes vandalism. The fact that he is well aware of how an article should look like in Wikipedia, not 
many edits had to be made on his contribution. 

37 http://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/1886_Sauk_Rapids_tornado
38 http://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/User:WxGopher

13



Another article studied is the one about 'Igo Etrich', an Austrian flight pioneer.39

Image 4. Visualization of the history page from the Wikipedia article 'Igo Etrich'

What this visualization shows, is that most of the article was written by the user 'Igoetrich'. This user has the 
same name as the article, has no user page and has not contributed in any other article. It is likely that this 
user created this user name because he or she wanted to create the article about Igo Etrich and probably 
has a special interest in this person. He created the article with two edits. The above image shows that most 
of his writings are still in the article. In 2007, user 'Dawkeye' cleaned and expanded the article with one edit. 
(purple lines) After his contribution, the amount of words was almost the same, it went from 537 to 570 
words. He primarily rephrased many sentences written by 'Igoetrich'.  'Dawkeye' is a very active Wikipedian 
and has made more than 15.000 edits.40 The other edits made also mainly concerned format and the adding 
of categories. The edits count as 'minor edits'. They were made by both bots, anonymous and registered 
users. The first version of the article by 'Igoetrich' was only text and written pretty sloppy. Other users 
improved his writing and by collaboration, it is now an article that fits well in the database of Wikipedia.

39 http://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Igo_Etrich
40 http://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/User:Dawkeye

14



The third article analyzed is the one about “Cyclodorippoida”.41 

mage 4. Visualization of the history page from the Wikipedia article 'Cyclodorippoida'

This article was created in 2006 by the user 'Pogo935'. A user who has not contributed much to Wikipedia. 
He created the article with only the line “Cyclodorippoida is a superfamily of crabs.”. The day after that, user 
'Stemonitis' added a category box where more scientific information could be found. This user is very active 
and helps to get articles better. He has a special interest in crabs.42 The years after that, all the edits were 
done by bots. They added categories and links to other language Wikipedia sites. In 2009, 'Stemonitis' edits 
the article again, deleting the single line and adding a new one. Also a reference link is added. At the end of 
2010, he adds another line.

41 http://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Cyclodorippoida
42 http://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/User:Stemonitis
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When we analyze these articles. It seems that most of the written content is created by an outsider. He or 
she adds all the text and after that, several other users and bots start formatting the text and adding different 
categories and links etc. This formatting is mostly done by experienced Wikipedia editors who are well aware 
of the rules. The given analysis above, supports some of the results that Swarts's puts forward. A lot of the 
content added is done by not very active Wikipedians. After that, the content is enhanced and changed by 
experienced Wikipedians, although it is mostly just one person. 

What is striking however, is the fact that nearly all of the actual content in these articles is written by only one 
person. Now what happens when a person is looking for information on a certain topic? He puts the query 
into Google, gets the Wikipedia article as one of the first hits and starts reading it. This means that one single 
person is responsible for the information that a lot of people read. Thus, while it is possible for anyone with a 
connection to edit, most of the time only one person does this and his content is not changed anymore, 
besides some format changes. For this reason, it is very surprising that Wikipedia contains so many quality 
articles that can compare with the ones available in the official encyclopedia Brittanica.4344 

However, if we look to the way the research of Chesney and Giles was done, questions arise. This research 
is in fact done by comparison. The researchers took an article from Brittanica and one from Wikipedia about 
the same topic, and compared the amount of mistakes found in the articles. This approach takes Brittanica 
as a starting point. Because Brittanica is an encyclopedia written by experts, it is likely that the bigger topics 
are selected in this encyclopedia. In Wikipedia, anyone who thinks a topic is of any interest can start a new 
article. The result of this is that the English-language Wikipedia has 25 times as many articles as Brittanica, 
the next largest English-language encyclopedia. In fact, none of the three articles used to analyze Wikipedia 
could be found in the database of Brittanica. It is therefore only possible to make a decent comparison 
between the two encyclopedia's if the article is available in Brittanica. However, it shows no evidence of 
quality of the millions of other articles available in Wikipedia and this kind of research could in fact be 
dangerous since this means that everybody relies more and more on the content available in Wikipedia. 

This notion, together with the result that most of the articles in Wikipedia are written by a single person, 
brings up questions. Wikipedia is more and more believed to be a trustworthy source of information. And of 
course, most of the time, it is. The danger is in the fact that the user is unable to see the difference between 
a good and a bad article. Although Wikipedia does have special mentions when an article is considered to be 
'good', only 10.500 articles of the 3.5 million articles are marked as such at the moment. It would be 
advisable to make another notion on Wikipedia when an article is written by only a few users to make the 
user aware of this fact to make sure it treats the information with extra caution. 

43 Chesney, T (2006). “An empirical examination of Wikipedia's credibility”. First Monday, 11, November
44 Giles J (2005) Internet encyclopedias go head to head. Nature 438: 900–1. Available at: 

http://www.nature.com/nature/journal/v438/n7070/full/438900a.html
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Mass collaboration in Wikipedia

In the paragraph above, I pointed out how articles are created in Wikipedia, and expressed my concerns 
about the quality of small articles. In this paragraph, I will research the quality of the exact opposite, articles 
that generate an extreme amount of attention and which are therefore edited many times a week. To do this 
research the Wikipedia page of Julian Assange, the spokesperson of Wikileaks was selected.45 At the time of 
writing, the media buzz about this person is enormous. Every day, new information and facts appear in the 
traditional news media, as well on the internet in the different sphere's. How do the Wikipedians deal with all 
these information? Who decides what is added tot the article and what is not? The fact that this person is at 
the moment rather controversial makes this extra interesting since Wikipedia attaches great importance to its 
neutral point of view-policy. As noted earlier, this does not mean that only 'neutral' information can be added, 
it means that the different opinions must be represented correctly.

At this moment, the article about Julian Assange is heavily edited. More than 50 edits each day were made.46 

Most of the edits are minor word changes or adding references. Therefore, the History Flow Visualization 
application was not used. It showed only the edits made the last two days. Most of the content in the article 
was written before this day, so no significant changes can be detected this way. To get a better 
understanding about how the article is edited, the Wikipedia scraper from the digital methods initiative was 
used.47 This tool scrapes all the edits that were made in the article and creates exportable data which can be 
inserted in a spreadsheet program for research. 

The article was created in the beginning on 02/02/2010. At that point, only one line was added which said 
that Julian Assange was the founder of Wikileaks. After that point, quickly more information was added and it 
has now become an an article with 4735 words and 159 references in it. More than 2400 edits have been 
made by more than 600 users, including bots. With the use of the Wikimedia Toolserver48, the following 
graph was created.

Image 5. Statistics from the page of Julian Assange

45 http://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Julian_Assange
46 http://en.wikipedia.org/w/index.php?title=Julian_Assange&action=history
47 http://lab.digitalmethods.net/~erik/tools/beta/wikipedia2geo/
48 http://toolserver.org/~soxred93/articleinfo/
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The red line indicates the edits that were made per month. From the start of november 2010 this number 
rapidly goes up. In this month 426 edits were made. At the time of writing, 19/12/2010, this number of edits 
made in december is already twice as much as 1084 edits were made. This graph shows that almost half of 
all the edits together have been made the last month. However, as shown before, the amount of edits is not 
a very good indicator of the amount of content that was added. Most of these edits are minor or are retrievals 
of earlier versions. On the 1st of december, the article contained 3107 words. The thousand edits made has 
thus resulted in adding around 1300 words. 

It is important to notice that the Wikipedia community 'semi-protected' the page on 23 november. This due to 
“Excessive violations of the biographies of living persons policy: unsourced and poorly sourced material  
about a recent arrest”.49 When an article is semi-protected, anonymous users can no longer edit the page. 
Only registered users who have made more than ten edits in Wikipedia are allowed to edit the page. This 
way it is a lot easier for the Wikipedians to control users who want to vandalize the page. Wikipedia has to 
use this kind of measures to make sure the page does not become a complete chaos. Also, bots did not 
made many edits anymore on this page. Many users had put this page on their 'watchlist' so they get a 
message every time an edit is made in the page. This can be checked immediately and discussed or 
reverted if necessary. 

The option of the 'semi-protection' was introduced in june 2006. In the months before that, the option had 
been heavily discussed. Concerns were that this would be the end of the option of anonymous editing. It 
created a space where no longer 'anyone is allowed to edit', but a space where only users who want to 
create an user account were able to edit. With the question of openness, also comes the question of how to 
balance values.50 As Reagl pointed out: “In the end, the ultimate goal of Wikipedia is to create a high quality 
encyclopedia. Many believe openness furthers the ultimate goal of producing quality content, but a quality 
encyclopedia should not be sacrificed in the face of a detrimental openness.”51

Since the introduction of the semi-protection 1355 edits were made in the article about Assange by 317 
different users. So, while the article became more restricted, the amount of edits is higher than ever before. 
Who are these users? By selecting all the contributors since that day and putting their usernames in the 
Word Cloud Generator provided by the digital methods initiative52, the following graphic was drawn. Users 
with less than three edits are not shown in this image.

Image 6. Top editors in the Julian Assange page.
This image makes clear that there are a few top contributors. The top 5% is responsible for more than 50% 
of the edits. Which is in fact less than in the power law as stated by Voss earlier. User 'gregcaletta' is clearly 
the biggest contributor. But what are the edits these top users make? A more closer look shows that they 
check every new edit that is made in stead of making new ones. They remove a lot of edits for various 
reasons. There is a lot of discussion about if some facts have to be reported or not. When there is 
disagreement, a discussion about the topic is started on the talk page. Here the users try to reach a 
consensus of what should be included in the article and what not. This discussion page contains now 23.750 
words. This is more than 5 times the size of the article itself and in fact far more interesting to read if the user 
wants to get a more in depth view of the person Julian Assange because everything is visible. It is 
completely clear what topics are discussed, even if those do not make it to the article itself.

49 http://en.wikipedia.org/w/index.php?title=Julian_Assange&direction=next&oldid=398378188
50 Reagle, J.M. (2008). “In Good Faith: Wikipedia and the Pursuit of Universal Knowledge. Phd Dissertation, New 

York University. 
51 Reagle, J.M. (2008). “In Good Faith: Wikipedia and the Pursuit of Universal Knowledge. Phd Dissertation, New 

York University. p 90.
52 http://tools.issuecrawler.net/beta/tagcloud/
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It is interesting to see what happens to an article on Wikipedia when the topic gets a lot of attention. In the 
beginning of 2010, almost nobody had heard of Julian Assange. The article created contained only one 
sentence. Since the recent explosion of attention on the person of Julian Assange, an enormous amount of 
edits were made. To make sure the community can handle the information correctly, Wikipedia had to 
abandon its rule: 'anyone can edit'. The community could no longer control all the users trying to make an 
edit in the article. 

Now, does this measure affect the idea of openness? To answer this question, it is important to define this 
term. In “Notion of Openness”, Reagle defines the term as “...an accessible and flexible type of collaboration 
whose result may be widely shared.”53 When the Julian Assange page is studied from this perspective, it 
meets this definition perfectly. The page is accessible for anyone and despite the semi-protection, can still be 
edited. Because the edit progress stays transparent by showing the history as well as the talk page, every 
visitor gets a clear insight on what is happening with the page and how it is constructed. The page excludes 
millions of editors to make sure the page is not vandalized anymore, which has the effect that the good 
editors remain with more time to make good articles, instead of constantly reverting vandalism. The 
discussion is dominated by a few editors, but there are enough other editors who check and discuss their 
edits.  

Jimmy Wales responded to the question of openness when asked about the effects of the semi-protection 
policy:

 “...not every case of allowing more people to edit would count as “more open”. For example, if we had a rule 
that “Only Jimbo is allowed to edit this article” then this would be a lot LESS open than “no one is allowed to 
edit this article”. Openness refers not only to the number of people who can edit, but a holistic assessment of  
the entire process. I like processes that cut out mindless troll vandalism while allowing people of diverse 
opinions to still edit. Those are much better than full locking.”54 

To conclude, in Wikipedia, openness is not a goal, it is just a way of working that seems to work pretty well 
for creating a large knowledge database. Wikipedia is constantly searching for the best way to create the 
encyclopedia. That is the reason that so many rules were added since the beginning of the project. 
Wikipedia makes clear that it wants to be an encyclopedia with the highest amount of quality possible, not an 
experiment in anarchy. If the current guidelines don't apply on the current situation, they are changed, even if 
this makes it less accessible. 

The analysis show that containment of openness does not affect the quality of the article, it leads to a more 
constructive discussion between active ad serious editors, not being bothered by vandals. It is important 
however, to keep this process as transparent as possible. This way every user, as well as the one with 
editing rights, as the one without, get a clear understanding why certain topics are included in the article. 
This results in the situation Rosenzweig described earlier, where the process becomes more important than 
the product itself

]

53 Reagle, J. (2006). “Notions of openness.” In FM10 Openness: Code, Science, and Content: Selected Papers from the 
First Monday Conference, volume 11.

54 Wales, J. (2006). Re: New York Times article. wikien-l.
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Discussion. 
The fact that Wikipedia is becoming bigger everyday, both in size, as in its ubiquitous presence, makes it an 
important object of study. On a daily base, millions of people use Wikipedia as a source of knowledge. The 
Wikipedia community is well aware of this and does its utmost best to create articles of better quality. This is 
not only done by checking new edits by both humans and bots, but also by creating new policies and 
guidelines. It seems that in the ten years of existence, the ideology of the early days has been abandoned. 
Rules can in fact be made and changed and the amount of openness can de reduced, as long as it benefits 
the quality of the content. 

Wikipedia has developed from a small and open project, into a huge bureaucracy. This has several 
implications. It has become harder to start editing Wikipedia, new users often are frustrated by the wall of 
bureaucracy they run into and are therefore demotivated to become a Wikipedian. The consequence of this 
is that a declining group of people, is forming one of the biggest sources of knowledge. At the moment this 
does not affect the popular articles. As showed in the study to Julian Assange's page, it is checked and 
discussed more than ever, despite the limited accessibility. It can however, reflect on the quality of smaller 
articles since more expertise is required and may as well lead to more conflicts between editors.

The increasing bureaucracy has two effects. On the one hand it decreases the amount of transparency. 
Because of the enormous growth of the policies and guidelines, it becomes harder to get the basic rules of 
Wikipedia and to see why a decision is made.  At the same time, the user can assume that the article is of 
better quality because the content that is actually in the article, complies to all the rules. This however, does 
not apply to articles where only one editor created all the content. Most of the rules have to be checked by 
other users. As this research has shown, the text created in less popular articles is usually not changed 
much after that. The only edits that were made are text formats or adding categories and inlinks. 

Therefore, I suggest that Wikipedia must give more attention to how the specific article is created and make 
it visible for every visitor. This way it brings back the transparency that has always been so important and 
improves the knowledge of the reader. It should be shown in the article how many users created it. For 
example, note a percentage in the top that shows how many of the content of the article is written by the 
same person and how many edits were made all together. This gives the user a better idea if an article is 
trustworthy and unbiased. By making the creating process even more transparent, it becomes easier for the 
user so decide how to approach the given information

It is up to Wikipedia as well as scholars to study better ways of indicating the quality of the article. With more 
than 3.5 million articles in the English-language Wikipedia, this can not be done efficiently by the human 
contributors, which numbers are slowly declining. New ways have to be found to automatically identify the 
quality of an article, as some researchers have already started discussing.55 This way, Wikipedia can indicate 
the quality of the article and show this to the user. This does not only make the user more aware of the fact 
that the content of Wikipedia is not perfect, it makes it also possible to automatically generate lists for the 
Wikipedians of articles that need to be checked for quality. It might even be possible to regulate the edit 
options automatically, giving more access when an article has proven to be of less quality, decreasing the 
amount of bureaucracy for starting editors.

This study has shown that Wikipedia has transformed since it was found, leading to a more bureaucratic 
organization. This has several implications, mainly on the openness of Wikipedia. As pointed out, these 
decisions can benefit the quality of Wikipedia, as long as the process remains completely transparent. By 
making less popular articles also more transparent, not only the quality of the content will improve, but it also 
notifies the reader how reliable an article is.

55 Blumenstock, J.E. (2008).”Automatically Assessing the Quality of Wikipedia Articles”. School of Information, UC 
Berkeley, CA, USA
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