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Introduction

Since its founding, there has been considerable
hesitance within the media and scholarly
communities to approve Wikipedia as a credible
informational resource. The changeability and
openness that is built into the encyclopedia’s DNA
is challenging for organizations that rely on stable,
immutable forms of knowledge: journalists and
researchers instinctively reject sources of
information that can be changed after their
citation. There are also longstanding concerns
about the reliability, verifiability and
accountability of Wikipedia’s model of peer
production: content written anonymously from
secondary sources diverges considerably from
journalistic norms (Glaser 2004).

Declamations of Wikipedia’s use as a reliable
component of news reporting are therefore
common: for instance, a textbook on investigative
reporting exclaims “journalists who use Wikipedia
as a source look foolish” (Burstiner 2017). These
denouncements have been most vociferous in the
aftermath of incidents of misinformation or errors
such as the unmasking of “Essjay” or the
unchecked vandalism that led to new policies on
living biographies. In its early years, Wikipedia
was therefore subject to repeated error tests, with
researchers and journalists deliberately seeding
mistakes and timing their repair (Glaser 2004).!

In recent years, Wikipedia has overcome some of
this early criticism and reticence, to be used
implicitly and even publicly as a source of
information by media organizations. There is

' Of course, Wikipedia is not unique in being charged with poor
information hygiene. Pew reported in 2010 that formal procedures for
citing and crediting are not always followed in new media reporting, with
websites carrying unattributed material from elsewhere or repeating
narratives developed in mainstream news. Plagiarism by journalists of
Wikipedia content has been uncovered in a number of reported cases
(Queally 2014; Lubbock 2018).

research, albeit limited, that suggests that
traditional journalists increasingly view Wikipedia
as a source of neutral and reliable information
(Messner and South 2010). For instance, Wikipedia
was perceived to be an “exemplar of timeliness,
breadth and reliability” in its coverage of the 2007
Virginia Tech Massacre (Cohen 2007, quoted in
Keegan, Gergle and Contractor 2013). Citations of
Wikipedia articles have been found in a range of
mainstream news channels in the UK and US (Lih
2004). A study by Messner and South (2010)
analyzed 1,486 references in five prominent US
newspapers over an eight-year period, finding that
Wikipedia was “framed predominantly neutral
and positive, and that it is increasingly used as a
news source”. Wikipedia has even entered the
courtroom, with US judges permitting its use as a
source of “general background information” in
over 400 judicial opinions (Peoples 2010).

Wikipedia has therefore lost some of its early
“gimmicky” reputation to be seen as a “road to
information” (Shaw 2008), spearheaded in part by
Wikipedia’s own policies and statements about its
role as background research rather than quotable
material. Jimmy Wales repeatedly has made the
point that Wikipedia should be only the starting
point, stating in 2010 for instance:

Journalists all use Wikipedia. The bad journalist
gets in trouble because they use it incorrectly; the
good journalist knows it’s a place to get oriented
and to find out what questions to ask (ibid).

Wikipedia is thus positioned as a verifiable
resource not a source of truth (Thornburg 2010);
and a “tertiary” form of information (Lubbock
2018). Nonetheless, debates about Wikipedia’s
trustworthiness, credibility and utility continue,
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and thus it is valuable to review several themes
that shape Wikipedia’s reception, including the
sometimes-fraught debate over source credibility
that affects Wikipedia’s reputation amongst
journalists.

The sources debate

Providing external references and secondary
source links is the primary way that editors meet
Wikipedia’s rules on verifiability, notability and
neutrality. Much of the activity of editing articles
focuses on ensuring that sources are relevant and
appropriate, revealed in the way users edit or
revert another user’s contribution, engage in
discussion on talk pages, or manage conflict. This
“janitorial” work is done to keep Wikipedia clean
and credible (Sundin 2011). The provision of
sources and external links has become
progressively more important as Wikipedia has
become more prominent. Sundin (2011) reports
that longtime editors have had to shift how they
understand sourcing, and may have to go back to
add footnotes or external sources to early articles.

Wikipedia policy prefers secondary sources to
protect the pillars of ‘neutral point of view” and ‘no
original research’ so that editors do not undertake
the analysis of primary sources. Wikipedia is, after
all, an encyclopedia: a secondary source of
information that is neither live feed nor scholarly
analysis (Lih 2004). These practices are designed
to ensure that the Wikipedia article is easily
corroborable by readers who can follow external
links to read the news report, journal article or
other secondary source themselves (WP:

{Fiability).

“The citation is often not the actual
source of information” — Ford (2012)

Adding sources is not simply about finding ‘facts’,
however. All the pieces of information that
support the version of events reported in
Wikipedia have been sought, assessed and added
in particular ways. The pressure on editors to
include sources from ‘trustworthy’ or ‘verifiable’
online sites (WP: Reliable sources) means that
their actual knowledge-production processes may
not be visible. Most obviously, the sources of news
stories and other forms of information cited by
Wikipedia editors may be illegible. Although the
policy on reliable sources creates expectations
about reputable publication processes and
authoritative authors, and there is an awareness
that reliability depends on context (Ford 2012),
Wikipedia editors necessarily import assumptions
about factuality from the sources they cite.
Secondly, editors may in fact utilize a number of
means to inform their work but only reveal or
fabricate the most ‘verifiable’ source in their edits
or discussion. As Ford (2012) states in her
exploration of referencing behavior:

The citation is often not the actual source of
information and is often provided in order to
appease editors who may complain about sources
located outside the accepted Western media
sphere.

Ford (2012) also finds that editors of breaking
news, in particular, adjudicate citations as the
article develops, dropping references as the page
becomes too unwieldy.


https://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Wikipedia:Verifiability
https://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Wikipedia:Verifiability
https://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Wikipedia:Reliable_sources
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Thirdly, the criteria of source verifiability has the
effect of prioritizing Western media,
English-language sources and references that are
easily accessible online. This makes it difficult to
assert the notability of topics that do not have a
digital presence, placing the burden of evidence
on editors of non-English and non-Western
content. Ford (2011) recounts the difficulty faced
by Kenyan editors to include the popular meme
‘Makmende’ on English Wikipedia. It was
repeatedly flagged for speedy deletion, specifically
being cited for being unsourced: despite a
reference to the Wall Street Journal, non-originator
editors struggled with the “lack of sources relating
to African culture online”(Ford 2011).

Within this nuanced reading of attribution
practices, Wikipedia editors are “important
arbiters of truth” (Ford 2012): they do not merely
cut and paste references, but summarize,
synthesize and analyze sources. In this sense, they
become sources themselves, subject to tests of
reputation and verifiability (ibid). However,
editors’ anonymity makes it difficult to assess their
credibility, one of the major reasons why
journalists and news organizations remain
skeptical of Wikipedia as a reliable resource.
Continuing efforts to address the challenges of
sourcing (as discussed in the Conclusion) may
work to address some of these concerns.

Organization of the paper

In the remainder of this working paper, two
interrelated themes in the academic literature are
presented and analyzed. Firstly, we position
Wikipedia within the contemporary news
ecosystem, reflecting on news organizations’
changing consumption of online media; and the
interplay between “media-for-monitoring” (news)
and “media-for-information” (Wikipedia) (GeiB3,

Leidecker and Roessing 2015). We consider the
three principal ways that Wikipedia is used by
readers and journalists: as a real-time
encyclopedia, as a “tip sheet”, and as a record of
knowledge production.

Secondly, we explore Wikipedia’s role in breaking
news, a strong theme in the literature. We see how
rapid coverage of current events helps position
Wikipedia within the news ecosystem as a
resource for the “monitorial citizen” and the
“citizen journalist”.

Finally, we review the ways in which the interplay
with news events enhances Wikipedia, driving
collaboration and innovation; and conclude with
possible avenues for future design and
development.

Wikipedia and the news
ecosystem

The contemporary news ecosystem includes local
and national newspapers, speciality publications,
television stations, talk radio, websites, blogs and
social media. Readership of traditional newspapers
is declining, together with viewing figures of news
channels (Pew 2010). Meanwhile, consumption of
new and social media has surged. Wikipedia is
often at the top of Internet search results,
promoted through page-ranking algorithms and
Al voice-search technology (Keegan 2013;
Rothschild, Lurie and Mustafaraj 2019).

However, rather than replacing conventional news
sources, Internet information sources can be
considered complementary. Gei}, Leidecker and
Roessing (2015) argue, for instance, that traditional
and new media are “entangled” in the way people
search for information, including the news. In this
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sense, Wikipedia and news producers share a
positive feedback loop.

Analyzing the interplay between news and
Wikipedia, Geil3, Leidecker and Roessing (2015)
posit that readers will use mainstream media to
“monitor” the news, and resources like Wikipedia
to seek out additional information, what they call
“media-for-information”. In some cases, they
found that people are motivated to learn more
about the issue through keyword searches, and
even to engage in editing work on the relevant
Wikipedia topic page(s). Following the Haiti
earthquake, for instance, Gei3, Leidecker and
Roessing (2015)’s analysis suggests that:

a substantial number of people extended their
knowledge about earthquakes, the underlying
seismological and geological mechanisms, or the
geographical, political, and social context of Haiti.
Furthermore, many people were motivated to
read about emergency aid agencies,
organizations, and programs.

This movement between reading the news and
gaining information on Wikipedia not only drives
readership towards the encyclopedia, but may
help to enhance the website. Relatively early in
Wikipedia’s life, Lih (2004) identified a
relationship between article quality and press
citation. In his analysis, only 15% of sample articles
were better than a proposed standard of diversity
(more than 86.5 editors) and rigor (more than 61
edits). This percentage doubled following mention
in the press, indicating that the articles’
newsworthiness and prominence encouraged
additional content and linking. Whilst some of this
activity included vandalism and repair, Lih argues
that much of this work is constructive,
demonstrating the importance of many “eyeballs”
in ensuring article quality in Wikipedia.
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This positive effect is also found in reverse. Rather
than pitting Wikipedia against mainstream media
organizations, inclusion and use of traditional
sources of news by Wikipedia can boost their
prominence and authenticity. The 2018
Newspapers on Wikipedia project, for example,
sought to increase the representation of local
newspapers in the encyclopedia to help readers
assess their legitimacy and trustworthiness as
sources of information (Rothschild, Lurie and
Mustafaraj 2019). Despite Wikipedia’s own battles
with misinformation, Rothschild, Lurie and
Mustafaraj (2019) suggest that Wikipedia has an
important role to play in recording the history of
newspapers and preserving their work in the face
of allegations of ‘fake news’ in the current US
political climate.

The emphasis within the Wikipedia editorial
community on utilizing verifiable and reliable
secondary sources also serves to reinforce the
reputation of mainstream news producers. New
media sites such as blogs, together with tabloid
news sources, are discouraged as reputable sources
(WP:Reliable sources). This has the effect of
promoting newspapers such as the New York Times
and Wall Street Journal as preferred sources
(WP:Reliable sources/Perennial sources). Of
course, as discussed above, this also has the effect
of prioritizing Western English-language media,
which has proved problematic for editors of topics
that are not well represented in these journals of
note. However, overall the literature seems to
suggest a positive relationship between the work
of media organizations, and its use and inclusion
by Wikipedia.


https://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Wikipedia:Reliable_sources
https://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Wikipedia:Reliable_sources/Perennial_sources
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So how is Wikipedia used by media organizations?
Wikipedia has value in three principal ways:

1. asan encyclopedia in tune with
contemporary events

2. as aroadmap to sources and alternative
ideas

3. as a blueprint to how knowledge is
produced.

The next section reviews these in turn.

Wikipedia as a real-time encyclopedic resource

When Wikipedia is cited in traditional news
outlets, it is often to help define or exemplify key
terms, or as a compendium of information on
contemporaneous events. Lih (2004), for instance,
found that British newspaper the Daily Telegraph
cited Wikipedia articles on Saddam Hussein in
2003. Wikipedia is also used encyclopedically for
items that may be found in more traditional
repositories: in 2004, for instance, the Sydney
Morning Herald cited the Wikipedia page on folk
metal, and the NewScientist website linked to an
article on lying.

“The tight feedback loop between reading
and editing provides for very quick
evolution of encyclopedic knowledge,
providing a function that has been
missing in the traditional media
ecology.” - Lih (2004)

Wikipedia is also used to clarify terms of popular
culture and slang, which traditional encyclopedias
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either do not include or only update infrequently.
For instance, Peoples (2010) found that courts
have used Wikipedia to define “ice damming, ‘IP
address,” ‘Roma,” and the meaning of certain
tattoos” as well as to understand slang and popular
culture references. The adaptiveness and
immediacy of Wikipedia, together with its global
digital reach, means it is able to do much more
than a ‘traditional’ encyclopedia.

Wikipedia as a roadmap to information

Whilst many traditional journalists still shy away
from citing Wikipedia, they do appear to use it as
a “road map to reliable sources”, using articles’ list
of references and citations to find and verify the
information themselves (Shaw 2008; Thornburg
2010; Burstiner 2017). As a senior copy editor at
the New York Times explained, “We’re certainly not
going to use Wikipedia as a stand-alone news
source, but we’re not going to exclude it if it takes
us somewhere” (Shaw 2008).

This use of Wikipedia as a “tip sheet” (Shaw 2008)
fits with the ways that readers increasingly
consume online news: using articles as
jumping-off points for fact-checking and
information searches across multiple browser tabs
(“lateral reading”) rather than “vertically” reading
one article and its sources (Rothschild, Lurie and
Mustafaraj 2019). This approach to Wikipedia as
an ancillary resource for news consumption and
navigation reinforces the importance of rigorous
standards of verifiability, attribution and linking
whilst being mindful of the importance of source
diversity and diligent research, as discussed in The

sources debate.
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Problematizing Wikipedia’s place within the
knowledge landscape

Of course, Wikipedia is more than just a reference
list. Some researchers argue that Wikipedia also
has a role to play in the news ecosystem as a
record of history making and collective
memorialization. Xu, Liu and Qi (2017) argue that
Wikipedia is a “global memory place” where
participants provide divergent interpretations of
the past; whilst Keegan, Gergle and Contractor
(2013) propose that Wikipedia articles may have
historiographical value.

Whereas traditional media organizations offer
parallel news reports, Wikipedia is designed as a
one-stop-shop for information, providing a single
and repeatedly updated account of significant
news (Keegan 2013). The palimpsest quality of
editing history and talk page discussions may help
historians and analysts understand how
knowledge of an event was generated and refined,
making Wikipedia articles valuable
“historiographical artifacts” (Keegan, Gergle and
Contractor 2013).

Breaking news articles are potentially the sine qua
none [sic] for capturing the prevailing
interpretations of events as they occurred ...
[including] forgotten and supplanted
interpretations of events but who changed them,
what replaced them, and how they changed and
stabilized over time. (ibid)

Wikipedia articles also have epistemological value
that may lead to better news reporting. The need
for Wikipedia editors to find reliable citations
potentially leads them to a much broader set of
sources than standard accounts, offering
alternative accounts of knowledge. For instance, a
professor at Duke University interviewed by Shaw
(2008) argued that the Wikipedia entry on the

origins of calculus located accounts of its use
hundreds of years before the typical Western
reading of its formulation by Newton and Leibniz.
By challenging the standardized Euro-American
“history of ideas”, the Wikipedia entry had
important value to journalists and researchers
(ibid). That is not to argue that Wikipedia articles
are always grounded in valuable or useful
references. As discussed above, the implicit
‘curation’ of what constitutes verifiable
information is problematic for the overall
inclusivity and accessibility of the encyclopedia.

“Cleanup tags, when removed, give an
tllusion of stability before such stability
may have been achieved.” — Ford (2014)

The interpretation offered by Keegan, Shaw et al
of Wikipedia’s contribution to the media
landscape views Wikipedia articles as complex
records of how knowledge of events, people and
objects is acquired, disseminated, updated and
stabilized. This assumes that excavation of the
multiple layers of knowledge production is
possible. Ford (2014) warns that the process of
editing can obscure the narrative of how
information was accumulated and published on
Wikipedia. As an article develops, particularly on a
currently unfolding event, the infoboxes and
cleanup tags fall away, hiding the “messiness and
conflict” (ibid) involved in constructing the article.
As with other ways of writing history, we cannot
access the “excluded knowledge” or the
uncertainty and power struggles that led to the
final narrative. Ford (2014) cautions against
focusing on sourcing “facts” for accuracy rather
than “whether they preclude or frame the
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narrative as a whole”. For Ford, Wikipedia has a
responsibility to consider the way articles about
ongoing and high-stakes events are written and
constructed, since, as for news organizations, the
presentation of seemingly stable and authoritative
narratives of what happened can have “enormous”
political effects.

Wikipedia and breaking news

It is clear that Wikipedia has a multifaceted role
within the contemporary news ecosystem,
particularly when it comes to current affairs and
breaking news. Notwithstanding Wikipedia policy
that the encyclopedia should not contain
journalism or news reports (WP:Not), breaking
news is now a significant part of the
encyclopedia’s content, ranking in the top 25
Wikipedia articles by contributor, unique edits
and pageviews (Keegan 2012; Keegan, Gergle and
Contractor 2013).

Wikipedia has a great advantage in covering
breaking news events. The combination of a global
network of local contributors means that
Wikipedia’s editors can generate immediate
coverage. For instance, Japanese Wikipedia had an
article on the 2011 Tohoku earthquake within 6
minutes of the event; within 30 minutes, it was on
English Wikipedia. In comparison, the New York
Times would not file a story for another 90
minutes, within which time the English-language
Wikipedia article had attracted 220 revisions from
82 editors, and Wikipedia articles on the event
existed in 11 more languages (Keegan, Gergle and
Contractor 2013). The responsiveness and
immediacy of this content creation has been
criticized: Wikipedia might break the news before
CNN, argues a textbook on digital news, but that
“news’ is not always true” (Thornburg 2010).

“Wikipedia’s coverage of current events
is not only ordinary and routine, but it
has inverted our expectations about the
timeliness and relevance of reference
works.” — Keegan (2013)

The online encyclopedia’s responsiveness to
current events is facilitated by two trends in
newsmaking: the shift from ‘news-as-information’
to ‘news-as-alert’; and the rise of participatory
journalism, both of which fit with changes in the
way that people seek and consume information
about news events on the Internet.

Wikipedia articles as ‘news-as-alert’

The traditional notion of the press, developed
during the progressive period of the early-mid
20th century, that held that the news should equip
people with all the necessary information to form
opinions on the major issues of the day, is an
archaic notion, argues Zaller (2003). Rather than
seeking out news-as-information, the “monitorial
citizen” scans the headlines for events that warrant
her attention (Schudson 1998, cited in Zaller
2003). This desire for “burglar alarm” reporting
on acute problems has created a new standard in
how readers evaluate traditional mass news media
(Zaller 2008), turning towards new media which is
primed to offer this “alert system” via breaking
news and the cascaded dissemination of published
stories (Pew 2010).

By selecting and responding to certain key events,
Wikipedia editors participate in this alert system,
offering immediate resources for the monitorial


https://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Wikipedia:What_Wikipedia_is_not
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citizen. Of course, as noted by Zaller (ibid), the
burglar alarm standard does not address
important problems of contemporary
newsmaking, including issues of “accuracy,
sensationalism, negativity and independence”.
These challenges affect all actors in the news
ecosystem, but Wikipedia is shielded in important
ways by its role first and foremost as an
encyclopedia, and also by key policies such as
NPOV.

Wikipedia as a forum for participatory
journalism

The way citizens engage with news has changed.
Increasingly, people want to participate in
newsmaking by scrutinizing sources, contributing
content, and disseminating information: what is
called ‘citizen’ or ‘participatory’ journalism.
Merely three years into the project, Lih (2004)
called Wikipedia the largest form of participatory
journalism in history, whereby users actively help
to ensure the independence, accuracy and
reliability of breaking stories and coverage of
current events. Keegan (2013) argues that the
spinoff project WikiNews failed to grow because it
tried to emulate the style and standards of
traditional journalism, rather than exploiting the
strengths of Wikipedia, such as multi-author
collaboration, perpetual editability and low
barriers to participation:

The attempts to shoehorn norms and practices of
journalism into an open peer-production system
for news replicated profound limitations in the
practice of traditional journalism while ignoring
new ways that news was being consumed.

Although not a news organization, Wikipedia
editors’ approach to researching, verifying and
sourcing information on historical and current

events provides a space in which the skills and
values of citizen journalism are practiced and
promoted.

Impact on Wikipedia

What are the implications of Wikipedia’s
interactions with news and media organizations?
The literature suggests that responding to the
news agenda drives innovation and coordination
in Wikipedia in two ways.

Firstly, breaking news articles can be valuable
drivers of collaboration since they typically
involve multiple editors, and require intense
editing and coordination work in ways that differ
from regular Wikipedia articles. Current events
attract many contributors in the article creation
stage, stabilizing around a core of contributors in
the consolidation phase, who undertake
copyediting, sourcing, templating and
coordination work during intense bursts of
activity (Iba et al 2009; Keegan, Gergle and
Contractor 2013). These skills and interaction
edges may be carried over into editorial work on
other parts of the encyclopedia, enhancing the
overall product.

Secondly, innovative forms of editorial work
have developed in response to current events
coverage. Keegan (2013) argues that coverage of
9/11 was an important watershed moment in
Wikipedia’s development, leading to new features
such as In the News, and new ways of
understanding Wikipedia’s remit and objectives.
At the micro level, responding to the news can
lead to innovation in article-level editing. For
instance, to keep track of changing casualty data in
the 2011 Tohoku/Fukushima catastrophe, editors
employed a single template across multiple pages
to ensure that the figures were consistently and
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reliably updated. The innovative use of this
template was adopted because of inter-editor
collaboration rather than enforced by a central
authority (Keegan, Gergle and Contractor 2013).

Conclusion

The literature on Wikipedia’s relationship with
news and media organizations is slim. Researchers
and commentators repeat warnings from both
sides: that journalists must be cautious, restricting
their use of Wikipedia to a mere handrail to
information; whilst Wikipedia’s users must
remember that neutrality and verifiability prevail.

There are therefore few recommendations with
which to assess Wikipedia’s current contribution
to the media landscape and to shape its future
development. The most useful come from Ford
(2012) who advises that Wikipedia addresses four
important sourcing challenges, upon which the
following insights are based:

- Support users to be transparent in how

they make decisions about the credibility
of one news source over others.

Improve ways of assessing local notability,
“especially in media environments
dissimilar from those in the region where
the majority of editors are based” (Ford
2012).

Develop technical solutions to improve
how Wikipedians collaboratively track
news sources, rather than each editor
having their own system of source
monitoring, storage and linking.

Ensure guidelines on external references
are responsive to the shifting media
environment so as to minimize confusion
over the use of social media and emergent
digital materials.
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