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● Wiki platform
○ Readers → Contributors
○ Openness → more contributions + damage

● Open governance model
○ Who is allowed to contribute? Everyone!
○ Who owns the content? Everyone?
○ Who makes the rules? ...everyone?

How’s that going to work?
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● Anyone can edit.  No registration necessary.

● No reward system.  If anything, negative 
attention.

● Actually a wild success!
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Powerlaws everywhere

● Wikipedia
● Bugzilla
● Digg
● Essembly (???)

Wilkinson, Dennis M. "Strong regularities in online peer production."Proceedings of the 9th ACM conference on Electronic commerce. ACM, 2008.
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● English Wikipedia: 41,018,804 hours
 

● Empire State Building: ~7,000,000
 

● Channel tunnel: ~170,000,000
 

● 1st Encyclopedia Britannica: ~12,000
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● It’s so easy to vandalize!
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How to get some Theory

1. Observe unexplained phenomena

2. Hypothesize explanations 

3. Look for evidence

4. Repeat







WHY?



A long time ago -- before it was obvious that 
Wikipedia worked at all...



● Small
● Few editors
● Fewer vandals



Little time needed for:
● Vetting new articles
● Removing vandalism
● Socializing newcomers
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More editors → More better, right?
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Popularity → More readers → More editors

New editor/content firehose!
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Fully automated

Machine learning
● Fast (~ 5 seconds)[1]
● No human effort

● Only obvious vandalism

Semi automated

Human computation
● Still pretty fast (~ 30 seconds)[1]
● Minimizes human effort

● Humans catch most vandalism at a glance

1. R. Stuart Geiger & Aaron Halfaker. When the Levee Breaks (2013). WikiSym.

http://www.wikisym.org/
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Newcomers!  Show up, but leave quickly.

1. Suh et al. The Singularity is not Near, (2009) WikiSym’09

[1]
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What’s happening to the newbies?

● Wikipedia is done.  It isn’t.[1]

● Wikipedia has enough editors.  It doesn’t.
[2,3]

● Early adopter effect.  

Newbies just aren’t as good as they used to be. 
-Crotchety Wikipedians
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TL;DR:
What's causing Wikipedia's editor decline?

Halfaker, A., Gieger, R. S., Morgan, J., & Riedl, J. (2013). 
The Rise and Decline of an Open Collaboration System
American Behavioral Scientist 

https://commons.wikimedia.org/wiki/File:Baby_vs._Bathwater_Annotated.JPG  By Richfife (Own work) [Public 
domain], via Wikimedia Commons

https://commons.wikimedia.org/wiki/File:Baby_vs._Bathwater_Annotated.JPG
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What can be done?
● Efficient quality control is necessary

● Socializing new editors is necessary
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We need Theory in order to effectively support 
Wikipedia-like projects. 



Part 3
Research strategy & Community support
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● Hard problems are hard
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Openness
Access: https://meta.wikimedia.org/wiki/Research:Index 
Data:
● http://datahub.io/dv/group/wikimedia -- Curated datasets
● http://dumps.wikimedia.org/ -- General data dumps from public wikis
● http://tool.wmflabs.org/ -- Hosting and data querying for tools and research
● http://quarry.wmflabs.org/ -- Public querying interface for Tool Labs

Source:
● https://github.com/halfak/MediaWiki-Utilities  -- General data processing utilities
● https://github.com/halfak/MediaWiki-OAuth -- Authorization for wiki tools 
● https://github.com/halfak/Deltas -- Experimental difference detection
● https://github.com/halfak/Wiki-Class -- Automatic article quality classification
● https://github.com/halfak/MediaWiki-events -- Standardized public event utilities

https://meta.wikimedia.org/wiki/Research:Index
http://datahub.io/dv/group/wikimedia
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Outreach
Showcases

● https://www.mediawiki.org/wiki/Analytics/Research_and_Data/Showcase 
 

Hackathons
● https://meta.wikimedia.org/wiki/Research:Labs2/Hackathons/August_6-7th,_2014 

 

wiki-research-l@lists.wikimedia.org
● https://lists.wikimedia.org/mailman/listinfo/wiki-research-l 

#wikimedia-research @ irc.freenode.net (connect)
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CSCW Workshop:
● Advancing an industry/academic partnership model for 

Open Collaboration research (under review)

Outreach



Need data?

I want to help you get it. 



Want to run an intervention?

I want to help you get access.



Want to collaborate?

I’m game.



… and if I can’t help you,

I’ll get you in touch with someone who can.



TL;DR:

We couldn’t succeed without you.

So, we’re going to put a lot of energy behind 
your work. 

WE NEED

YOU



Thank you

Aaron Halfaker
ahalfaker@wikimedia.org

Send me emails about science, Wikipedia, the internet or whatever.

Ping me (halfak) in #wikimedia-research on freenode

SCIENCE
SCIENCE

SCIENCE
SCIENCE

SCIENCE
SCIENCESCIENCE
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