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What are the main barriers 
limiting experienced editors 
from adding more media?

Where could an automated tool 
help?



Different Wikipedias are illustrated differently.

WMF research shows a wide range of image inclusion rates for different 
language versions; English is high, Swedish is low.

WMF research shows that readers engage with images more than with citations, 
but that the rate of engagement is different in different languages.

External research shows that different languages illustrate the same topic with 
different images; visual diversity rivals textual diversity. 

External funding (Sloan Foundation) aims to add media to millions of content 
pages. 

https://phabricator.wikimedia.org/T272175#6949542
https://meta.wikimedia.org/wiki/Research:Understanding_Engagement_with_Images_in_Wikipedia
https://brenthecht.com/publications/icwsm2018_imageslanguagewikipedia.pdf
https://upload.wikimedia.org/wikipedia/commons/b/bd/2020_Structured_Data_Across_Wikimedia_proposal.pdf


Study design
A. Publicly posted screener surveys.
B. Background and task-structured interviews in three languages.
C. Identify pain points and recommendations.

 Motivation Screener English Japanese Arabic Recommend-
ations



Screener 
surveys // 
Community 
snapshots

CC by SA 4.0, Jeff ElderCoral fungus. Photo credit: Magnus Manske, CC BY 2.0, via 
Wikimedia Commons

https://commons.wikimedia.org/wiki/User:File_Upload_Bot_(Magnus_Manske)
https://creativecommons.org/licenses/by/2.0/deed.en


Publicly posted surveys, varied 
numbers of respondents.

● 19 English (13 ♂ // 2 ♀)
● 11 Japanese (6 ♂ // 3 ♀)
● 6 Arabic (2 ♂ // 1 ♀)

But, a few relevant trends can be hinted 
at.

Example Arabic and Japanese survey items.



English respondents 
are very comfortable 
with media.



Most English respondents 
work on Commons, while 
Japanese and Arabic are 
more evenly split.

Non-English communities 
have difficulty accessing 
Commons.



English respondents are 
comfortable working 
with English; Japanese 
and Arabic less so.

Access to English is a 
persistent barrier for 
Japanese and Arabic editors.



Japanese and Arabic 
participants agree that 
their Wikipedias need 
more media. 

These small groups of 
community members 
corroborate previous 
research.



English respondents 
find their Wikipedia’s 
images to be generally 
accurate.

This is not as clearly 
expressed by Japanese and 
Arabic respondents, 
however. 



English ArabicJapanese

“What is the biggest challenge to adding more media to [your] Wikipedia?”

How does Commons work?
Need to work on the 
explanation of Wikimedia 
Commons, which is not 
generally known.

Difficult to understand the 
relationship between 
Commons and Wikipedia. 

Proving that an image has 
been transferred for 
publication on Wikipedia and 
that it has been uploaded by 
the author himself.

Commons doesnʼt work.
Finding media on Commons.

Commons lacks support for 
structured data, data-driven 
media, or geospatial formats.

Figuring out the license for 
files. 

Finding files with the right 
license for adding to 
Commons.

Commons works for English.
Suitability of media for articles 
and for Arab society.

Incorrect/symbolic license 
information; lack of explanation 
of topic/source. 

More maps/pictures/diagrams 
need to be Arabized. 

Arab editors have difficulty 
establishing link between picture 
and article, or even finding the 
picture at all.



English ArabicJapanese

“What is the most important thing the WMF could to do to improve the way 
you work with media?”

Commons needs more tools.
Categorize the uncategorized.

Improving the uploader.

Video and audio is highly 
specialized and poorly 
understood.

Scroll to zoom would be useful 
for editors and readers.

Video editor/upload wizard.

Commons needs more info.
Support for copy/paste when 
editing Wikipedia.

Handbook about uploading 
media.

Automated category names.

Stabilized visual editor. 

Import source information to 
Wikipedia: Beginners need 
copy/paste.

Commons needs more 
Arabic.
Need more clarity around 
license and usage policies.

Need easier downloading 
options.

Automated categorization 
based on image content.

WMF-supported team to 
Arabize and translate videos. 



Survey trends

The English survey reached very experienced, 
Commons-focused editors
Arabic and Japanese respondents had more mixed 
backgrounds.

English respondents are not concerned with 
verifiability.
If it s̓ on English Wikipedia and properly categorized 
on Commons, it s̓ accurate.

English editors want tools; Japanese and Arabic 
editors want information.
How to upload, how to add, how to search;
What s̓ the source, what s̓ the license, etc.

Screenshot of Commons main page (7/21/21) after changing 
language to Arabic. Note English file description of Picture of 
the Day.



Interview structure
Personal history // motivations
Commons vs Wikipedia(s)
Patrolling
➔ What makes an image inappropriate?

Interview task: Add an image
➔ Dark-eyed Junco (English)
➔ Dark-eyed Junco (Japanese)
➔ Landslide (Arabic)

Verifiability
Automated tools stance

Dark-eyed Junco. Photo credit: Cephas, CC BY-SA 3.0, via Wikimedia 
Commons

https://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Dark-eyed_junco
https://ja.wikipedia.org/wiki/%E3%83%A6%E3%82%AD%E3%83%92%E3%83%A1%E3%83%89%E3%83%AA
https://ar.wikipedia.org/wiki/%D8%A7%D9%86%D9%87%D9%8A%D8%A7%D8%B1_%D8%A3%D8%B1%D8%B6%D9%8A
https://commons.wikimedia.org/wiki/User:Cephas
https://creativecommons.org/licenses/by-sa/3.0/deed.en


Lenzites betulina. Photo credit: Christian Ferrer, CC BY-SA 3.0, via 
Wikimedia Commons

What is holding editors 
back?

https://commons.wikimedia.org/wiki/User:Christian_Ferrer
https://creativecommons.org/licenses/by-sa/3.0/deed.en


Making the jump to Commons

● Non-English communities experience a 
hard break between Wikipedia and 
Commons. 

● Commons is incompletely 
localized—templates, tools, buttons, 
descriptions, etc.

● Arabic and Japanese internet users 
often shy away from engaging with sites 
that present a lot of English.

● Even if an editor understands English, 
others might not. 

Left: Example of 
Arabic 
Commons 
interface with 
English image 
title.

Below: License 
information 
presented via 
non-logged in 
Arabic 
interface.



Tremella mesenterica. Photo credit: Norbert Nagel, CC BY 3.0, 
via Wikimedia Commons

I think I only understand about 30% of how to use 
Commons.

. . .
I think Wikipedia is easier for me to get into, 

because itʼs more routine for me. For me, Wikipedia 
is easier to access.

- Japanese participants

https://commons.wikimedia.org/wiki/User:NorbertNagel
https://creativecommons.org/licenses/by-sa/3.0/deed.en


Needing English to find 
media

● Experienced English editors navigate via 
categories above all else.

● Arabic editors of all experience levels 
translate search queries into English via 
external tools. 

● Japanese editors translate queries; 
inexperienced editors try multiple 
scripts before giving up and translating. 

Top: Arabic 
participant s̓ 
results when 
translating 
landslide into 
English, 
including 
“landslip”.

Bottom: The 
same 
participant s̓ 
method for 
finding 
images on 
Commons; 
i.e., Googling 
“landslip 
commons” to 
locate 
Commons 
categories.

https://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Japanese_writing_system
https://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Japanese_writing_system
https://en.wiktionary.org/wiki/landslip


Image captions and 
descriptions

● English editors see adding these as 
secondary to the main goal of adding 
images; editors gravitate toward 
low-effort solutions.

● Arabic and Japanese editors often find 
even Commons file descriptions to be 
out of reach. 

Left: Screenshot of 
part of the image 
gallery in Arabic 
Al-Azhar Mosque 
article showing 
inconsistent 
captioning.

Below: Screenshot 
of image preview 
for one of the 
gallery images, 
showing file 
description copied 
from English.

https://ar.wikipedia.org/wiki/%D8%A7%D9%84%D8%AC%D8%A7%D9%85%D8%B9_%D8%A7%D9%84%D8%A3%D8%B2%D9%87%D8%B1


Opaque license and copyright rules 

● Arabic editors may lack awareness of the value and importance of license 
information, and may include incomplete, fake, or “placeholder” 
information when uploading. 
○ Subsequent removal of this media leaves editors with the view that 

Commons is opaque and best avoided.

● Japanese Wikipedia has a strict stance toward licensing; acceptability on 
Commons isnʼt enough. Image provenance is constantly challenged, and 
English information from Commons often isnʼt useful or accessible to 
disputants on Japanese Wikipedia.



I've used photos that other people have uploaded. But I've 
never posted something that I didn't know who had 

posted it.
. . .

When I write an article, I think I have to upload the 
photos I took myself. I don't use photos that other people 
have already posted, or search for them and paste them 

into my articles.
- Japanese participants

Mushroom. Photo credit: Jacopo Werther, CC BY 2.0, via 
Wikimedia Commons

https://commons.wikimedia.org/wiki/User:Jacopo_Werther
https://creativecommons.org/licenses/by/2.0/deed.en


Finding articles in need of 
illustration

● Arabic has experimented with curated 
Wikipedia categories—e.g., Saudi articles 
needing a picture—and with placeholder 
icons indicating need for illustration.

● Lack of widespread knowledge of talk 
pages limits their effectiveness.

● Experienced English editors: “If there s̓ 
no image on an article, there must not 
be a good one on Commons.”  

Top: The Saudi 
articles needing 
a picture 
category on 
Arabic 
Wikipedia.

Bottom: The “no 
free image” 
placeholder 
icon sometimes 
used on Arabic 
Wikipedia.

https://ar.wikipedia.org/wiki/%D8%AA%D8%B5%D9%86%D9%8A%D9%81:%D9%85%D9%82%D8%A7%D9%84%D8%A7%D8%AA_%D8%A7%D9%84%D8%B3%D8%B9%D9%88%D8%AF%D9%8A%D8%A9_%D8%A8%D8%AD%D8%A7%D8%AC%D8%A9_%D9%84%D8%B5%D9%88%D8%B1%D8%A9
https://ar.wikipedia.org/wiki/%D8%AA%D8%B5%D9%86%D9%8A%D9%81:%D9%85%D9%82%D8%A7%D9%84%D8%A7%D8%AA_%D8%A7%D9%84%D8%B3%D8%B9%D9%88%D8%AF%D9%8A%D8%A9_%D8%A8%D8%AD%D8%A7%D8%AC%D8%A9_%D9%84%D8%B5%D9%88%D8%B1%D8%A9
https://commons.wikimedia.org/wiki/File:No_free_image_(camera)_Arabic.svg
https://commons.wikimedia.org/wiki/File:No_free_image_(camera)_Arabic.svg


Localizing maps and 
diagrams

● The Arabic community has made the 
translation of maps and diagrams a high 
priority. The presence of stylized, 
specialized text—and general lack of 
tools—makes this work “exhausting.”

● Arabic image translators would benefit 
from a tool that notifies them if the 
original English file is updated with new 
text

Left: Macula Histology 
diagram requested to 
be translated by Arabic 
community member. 
Diagram credit: 
Yoanmb, CC BY-SA 4.0, 
via Wikimedia 
Commons

Right: Arabic 
translation of the 
diagram showing a high 
degree of attention to 
orthographic detail. 
Diagram credit: Michel 
Bakni, CC BY-SA 4.0, via 
Wikimedia Commons

http://yoanmb
https://creativecommons.org/licenses/by-sa/4.0/deed.en
https://commons.wikimedia.org/wiki/User:Michel_Bakni
https://commons.wikimedia.org/wiki/User:Michel_Bakni
https://creativecommons.org/licenses/by-sa/4.0/deed.en


The problem with diagrams is that theyʼre not in 
Arabic. In spite of the fact that [this picture] is 

expressive and good for the article, I canʼt use it.
- Arabic participant

Trametes versicolor. Photo credit: OhWeh, CC BY 2.5, via 
Wikimedia Commons

Washington landslide. Photo credit: Sam1353, CC BY 4.0, via 
Wikimedia Commons

https://commons.wikimedia.org/wiki/File:Washington_Landslide.png
https://commons.wikimedia.org/wiki/User:OhWeh
https://creativecommons.org/licenses/by/2.0/deed.en
https://commons.wikimedia.org/wiki/File:Washington_Landslide.png
https://creativecommons.org/licenses/by-sa/4.0/deed.en


Recommendations 
for automated 
tools

Cynomorium coccineum. Photo credit: Hans 
Hillewaert,  CC BY-SA 3.0, via Wikimedia Commons

https://commons.wikimedia.org/wiki/User:Biopics
https://commons.wikimedia.org/wiki/User:Biopics
https://creativecommons.org/licenses/by-sa/3.0/deed.en


Make license/copyright information visible.

Different Wikipedias have different norms governing licensing. Making this 
information more visible within Wikipedia may help streamline the negotiation 
that is part of adding images in stricter communities.

Include related audio files.

Many editors only use audio when they happen to encounter it. Linking audio 
with images in recommendations may help audio files to be used more broadly.



“Snapshot” of related articles in same Wikipedia

Many editors already quickly check related articles to get a sense for norms of 
image placement, number, and type within a given genre of article. 

“Snapshot” of same article in other Wikipedias

Many editors—especially non-English editors—travel widely among language 
versions to identify relevant media that is immune to Commons searches in 
local languages. 



Include support for machine translation in image 
recommendations

Non-English editors already lean heavily on external translation tools when 
searching for and adding media. Integrated translation support could help by: 

● Suggesting English search queries for use on Commons;
● Translating Commons category names into local languages;
● Translating Commons file descriptions into local languages;
● Suggesting local-language captions or descriptions, and
● Translating captions or descriptions used on other Wikipedias.



Pholiota flammans. Photo credit: Ireen Trummer, CC BY 4.0, via 
Wikimedia Commons

Participants were cautiously optimistic about the value 
of automated tools, while researchers caution that:

Wikipediaʼs imagery should be used by AI systems with 
some caution: only considering images from one 

language edition will likely give these systems a limited, 
biased view of the world.

- He et al. (2018, p. 9) (PDF)

https://commons.wikimedia.org/wiki/User:Ireena
https://creativecommons.org/licenses/by-sa/4.0/deed.en
https://brenthecht.com/publications/icwsm2018_imageslanguagewikipedia.pdf


Lycoperdon perlatum. Photo credit: Reinhold Möller, CC BY-SA 
3.0, via Wikimedia Commons

Conclusions
Experienced English editors are limited 
mostly by what they can do on Commons.

Non-English editors face a number of 
additional linguistic barriers—even 
deletion/nomination discussions may be out 
of reach for them.

Automated tools hold a great deal of promise 
for non-English communities. 

https://commons.wikimedia.org/wiki/User:Ermell
https://creativecommons.org/licenses/by-sa/3.0/deed.en
https://creativecommons.org/licenses/by-sa/3.0/deed.en


THANK YOU


