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SuRvEyS on thE gEnDER gAp on WikipEDiA

Wikimedia Foundation Editor Survey 2009, 2010, 2011, 2012

Wikimedia Foundation Editor Survey 2011:
https://meta.wikimedia.org/wiki/Editor_Survey_2011/
Women_Editors

project Countering Systemic Bias – gender gap task Force Research
https://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Wikipedia:Wikiproject_
Countering_systemic_bias/gender_gap_task_force/
research

page about gender Bias on Wikipedia
https://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/gender_bias_on_Wikipedia

RESEARChERS pApERS

“Wp:Clubhouse? An Exploration of Wikipedia’s gender imbalance”, 
2011
http://www-users.cs.umn.edu/~lam/papers/wp-gender-
wikisym2011.pdf

gender Bias on Wikipedia – An analysis of the affiliation network 
http://www.scriptiesonline.uba.uva.nl/document/642528

notability:
pages about non-famous women are more likely to be deleted than 
non-famous men [Wagner et al., 2016]
Women are 14%  less  likely  than  men  to  have  a  page  on  
Wikipedia  if  they  are  only relevant for one language edition 
[Wagner et al., 2016]

Lexical Analysis:
Men are seen as the null gender, which means it is often explicitly 
stated when one is female while this does not happen at pages 
about  men  [Wagner et al., 2015]
When looking at the most indicative words for each gender, it can 
be noted that pages about women talk more often about family and 
relationships than  pages  about  men  do  [Wagner et al., 2015].   
When  looking  at  the words that were most indicative of a speci 
c gender, 23-32% of these are family  oriented  at  female  pages,  
against  only  0-4%  in  male  pages.

network Structure:
Differences between men and women are also present in the net-
work of Wikipedia persons.
When looking at a survey of contributors to Wikipedia, women are 
more 43% more likely to claim they do not have enough knowledge 
or expertise and 22% more likely to claim they do not have enough 
information [Collier and Bear, 2012] (careful with this kind of info)
internet spaces in general too often have a gender gap because the 
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lack of female perspective and role models, and off-putting lan-
guage.  While Wikipedia has numerous good-faith norms and is 
aware of the need to welcome and support women, they are still 
off-putting to many women [Reagle, 2013]. 
Coverage of Wikipedia’s gender gap has shown many commenta-
tors denied this gap was a problem.  they also said it was a prob-
lem for women:  it was their fault for not joining, their choice not to 
contribute and mocked “girly” interests [Eckert and Steiner, 2013].

Discussion pages:
the survey of contributors to Wikipedia showed females were 26% 
more likely to say they left Wikipedia because they got into con icts 
with other Wikipedians and were 31% more likely to say they were 
not very active because of fear of being criticised [Collier and Bear, 
2012]. this could also be a possible reason to why females tend do 
work in topics in which the discussion pages have a more positive 
tone [Laniado et al., 2012].
Another study actually states the gender gap is because edits by 
women are more likely to be reverted and not because women re-
act differently once their edits are reverted [Lam et al., 2011]. 
While research is often very positive about the discussion pages, 
many individuals do not agree with this and 22% of women have 
personally had unpleasant experiences [WikimediaFoundation, 
2011a]

hyperlinks:
pages about women also link more to pages about men, than pages 
about men link to pages about women, which might be a reason 
why women are not as central in this network as men [Wagner et 
al., 2015].

the nuance of the gendergap Statistics
http://reagle.org/joseph/pelican/social/the-nuance-of-the-gen-
dergap-statistics.html

Wikipedia dominates Britannica in biographical coverage, but more 
so when it comes to men.
Britannica is more balanced in whom it neglects to cover than 
Wikipedia.

Mind the gap(s)! Writing Styles of Female Editors on Wikipedia 
https://meta.wikimedia.org/wiki/Mind_the_gap

Wikipedia is not attracting a representative population of female  
contributors, as lesbians account for 24% of the contributors while 
only  comprising between 1.5% and 4.1% of the female population.

ARtiCLES (nEWSpApERS, EtC)

how kate Middleton’s Wedding gown Demonstrates Wikipedia’s 
Woman problem
http://www.slate.com/blogs/future_tense/2012/07/13/kate_
middleton_s_wedding_gown_and_wikipedia_s_gender_gap_.html
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never mind the problematic example of kate Middleton’s 
dress, the second part talk about Sarah Stierch’s “edit-a-thon” 
at the Smithsonian archive to create new articles on under-
recognized female historical figures.

Contre le sexisme sur Wikipédia, le combat discret de quelques 
engagées
http://rue89.nouvelobs.com/rue89-culture/2015/10/29/contre-
sexisme-wikipedia-combat-discret-quelques-engagees-261872

in French, very well written, clear.

Wikipédia parle autant des femmes et des hommes, mais pas de la 
même manière
http://www.lefigaro.fr/secteur/high-tech/2015/02/05/32001-
20150205ARtFig00286-wikipedia-parle-autant-des-femmes-et-
des-hommes-mais-pas-de-la-meme-maniere.php

in French, about lexical bias:
https://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Wikipedia:Wikipedia_Signpost/ 
2011-01-31/the_Science_hall_of_Fame

the Science hall of Fame, section “gender and quality”: ranking 
of top 10 men and women in science – fame & quality of the 
articles.

the Worrying Consequences of the Wikipedia gender gap 
https://www.technologyreview.com/s/427626/
the-worrying-consequences-of-the-wikipedia-gender-gap/

… based on the research “Biographical Social networks on 
Wikipedia - A cross-cultural study of links that made history”
https://arxiv.org/abs/1204.3799

the users (readers) of the internet are quite balanced (as many 
women as men)

“gender gap among best connected individuals”: “out of a possible 
total of 75, only three are women”

infographic: Wikipedia’s gender gap Exposed 
http://www.pcmag.com/article2/0,2817,2408256,00.asp

MoRE gEnERAL WikipEDiA CRitiCiSM

Critical point of view: A Wikipedia Reader, n.d. 
http://www.networkcultures.org/_uploads/%237reader_
Wikipedia.pdf.

golumbia, David. “Wikipedia and the oligarchy of ignorance.” 
uncomputing. Accessed January 11, 2016. 
http://www.uncomputing.org/?p=1622.
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Criticism of the sturcturelessness of Wikipedia, referring to Jo 
Freeman’s text “the tyranny of Structurelessness” 
http://struggle.ws/pdfs/tyranny.pdf

this is a well-known problem. it has been well-known at least since 
1970 when Jo Freeman wrote “the tyranny of Structurelessness”; it 
is connected to what Alexander galloway has recently called “the 
Reticular Fallacy.” these critiques can be summed up fairly simply: 
when you deny an organization the formal  power to distribute 
power equitably—to acknowledge the inevitable  hierarchies in 
social groups and deal with them explicitly—you  inevitably hand 
power over to those most willing to be ruthless and  unflinching in 
their pursuit of it. in other words, in the effort to  create a “more 
distributed” system, except in very rare circumstances  where all 
participants are of good will and relatively equivalent in  their ethics 
and politics, you end up creating exactly the authoritarian rule that 
your work seemed designed specifically to avoid. you end up giving 
even more unstructured power to exactly the persons that institu-
tional strictures are designed to curtail.
and citing a study by Aaron Shaw and Benjamin Mako hill in a 2014 
paper called “Laboratories of oligarchy? how the iron Law Extends 
to peer production https://mako.cc/academic/shaw_hill-laborato-
ries_of_oligarchy-DRAFt.pdf:
Although, invoking u.S. Supreme Court Justice Louis Brandeis, on-
line  collectives have been hailed as contemporary “laboratories 
of  democracy”, our findings suggest that they may not necessar-
ily  facilitate enhanced practices of democratic engagement and 
organization.  indeed, our results imply that widespread efforts 
to appropriate online  organizational tactics from peer production 
may facilitate the creation  of entrenched oligarchies in which the 
self-selecting and  early-adopting few assert their authority to lead 
in the context of  movements without clearly defined institutions or 
boundaries. (23)[1]

he also mentions many articles pointing at language and 
linguistics errors that are massively repeated by editors of 
Wikipedia who are considered as heros by the community. 
Re-affirms the model that Wikipedia challenges (“here again 
is another rejection of a perfectly reasonable and even  useful 
form of distributed authority: editorial authority over a written  
product”) *problematic, as we know…*

Argues for the importance of “house styles” rules, like in 
traditional publishing.

Concludes saying that the pretended rejection of classical 
structures for the distribution of power, in the name of a 
“democratization”, leads to even worse forms of quests for 
power: tyranny. And that it’s a shame that they don’t focus 
more on “develop[ing] its own distributive structures (that is, to 
work on developing a  house style for Wikipedia, or to, i don’t 
know, study linguistics)”.

AnnotAtED BiBLiogRAphy
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=> not much facts (figures) but many references about issues of 
power structure + linguistic errors

intERSECtionAL gAp (gEnDER, RACE, CLASS, SExuALity, hAnDiCAp, 
AgE)

Mind the gap(s)! Writing Styles of Female Editors on Wikipedia 
https://meta.wikimedia.org/wiki/Mind_the_gap

WiDER SoCiEtAL pRoBLEMS WhiCh WikipEDiA inhERitS

Who WRitES hiStoRy

is history Written About Men, by Men? 
http://www.slate.com/articles/news_and_politics/histo-
ry/2016/01/popular_history_why_are_so_many_history_books_
about_men_by_men.html

75.8 percent of history books published for general readers in 2015 
are written by male authors, and subjects were 71.7 percent of the 
biographies are about male figures.

EnCyCLopEDiAS AnD gEnDER REpRESEntAtionS

the nuance of the gendergap Statistics
http://reagle.org/joseph/pelican/social/the-nuance-of-the-gen-
dergap-statistics.html

… about the paper “gender Bias in Wikipedia and Britanica”:

gender Bias in Wikipedia and Britanica
http://ijoc.org/index.php/ijoc/article/view/777/631

FACtS ABout thE gEnDER gAp in tEChnoLogy/CyBERSpACE

BALAnCE in thE uSERS (READERS) oF thE intERnEt

the Worrying Consequences of the Wikipedia gender gap 
https://www.technologyreview.com/s/427626/
the-worrying-consequences-of-the-wikipedia-gender-gap/

CyBERSpACE iS not gEnDER BiAS-FREE

A legible face on Facebook? De/colonializing gender and race in 
cyberspace 
http://www.sophia.be/app/webroot/files/Actes%202011%20
-%20J_%20Roth%20-%20gender%20and%20race%20in%20cy-
berspace.pdf

gender trouble in Web 2.0: gender Relations in Social network 
Sites, Wikis and Weblogs 
http://genderandset.open.ac.uk/index.php/genderandset/article/

AnnotAtED BiBLiogRAphy
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viewFile/18/31

FREE CuLtuRE hAS A pARtiCuLARLy Big gEnDER gAp

Free as in sexist? Free culture and the gender gap 
http://firstmonday.org/article/view/4291/3381

gendering FLoSS, Libre graphics Magazine 2.2 
http://libregraphicsmag.com/files/libregraphicsmag_2.2_low-
quality.pdf

Jo Freeman, the tyranny of Structurelessness 
http://www.jofreeman.com/joreen/tyranny.htm

LESS WoMEn in tECh

Blacks, Latinos and women lose ground at Silicon valley tech 
companies
http://www.mercurynews.com/2010/02/11/blacks-latinos-and-
women-lose-ground-at-silicon-valley-tech-companies/

https://www.theguardian.com/technology/2016/oct/04/
twitter-women-gender-elon-musk-tim-cook

MoRE READingS

https://meta.wikimedia.org/wiki/Wikimedia_power_structure
http://www.vidaweb.org/category/the-count/

A Culture of Editing Wars 
http://www.nytimes.com/roomfordebate/2011/02/02/
where-are-the-women-in-wikipedia/a-culture-of-editing-wars

Communication Styles Make a Difference 
http://www.nytimes.com/roomforde-
bate/2011/02/02/where-are-the-women-in-wikipedia/
communication-styles-make-a-difference

‘open’ Doesn’t include Everyone 
http://www.nytimes.com/roomforde-
bate/2011/02/02/where-are-the-women-in-wikipedia/
open-doesnt-include-everyone

hearing Women’s voices 
http://www.nytimes.com/roomfordebate/2011/02/02/
where-are-the-women-in-wikipedia/hearing-womens-voices

very good video & conference: “Where Are All the Women? 
Wikipedia’s gender gap”

https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=vZisBB3n4gg
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http://www.livescience.com/48985-wikipedia-editing-gender-
gap.html 

(Zuleyka Zevallos)

Wikipedia is Male Doimnant, that Doesn’t Mean it’s Sexist
http://www.slate.com/articles/double_x/doublex/2011/02/
wikipedia_is_maledominated_that_doesnt_mean_its_sexist.2.html

Counter-article (but interesting to see machists’ arguments) 

nine Reasons Women Don’t Edit Wikipedia (in their own words) 
https://suegardner.org/2011/02/19/nine-reasons-why-women-
dont-edit-wikipedia-in-their-own-words/

http://jezebel.com/5747740/why-wikipedia-needs-more-ladies 
“Adding to an entry requires a user not just to set herself up as an  
authority, but also to sign in and enter an online community that’s  
deeply focused on information and trivia — a kind of community 
where  women encounter both internal (what does she know?) and 
external (what’s a girl doing spending time in a place like that?) 
stigma.”

Where are all the wiki-women?
http://www.thewire.com/technology/2011/01/
where-are-all-the-wiki-women/21295/ 

http://www.somethingawful.com/news/wikigroaning
“Something Awful has created a humorous site for comparisons in 
absurd Wikipedia content biases. they compare the entries on both 
Women’s Suffrage and a List of fictional gynoids and female cyborgs 
and note that both are around the same length.”

Les femmes écrivent deux fois plus mais leurs livres sont deux fois 
moins chroniqués
https://www.actualitte.com/article/monde-edition/les-femmes-
ecrivent-deux-fois-plus-mais-leurs-livres-sont-deux-fois-moins-
chroniques/66282
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Demographics

Age
Valid responses were received from  respondents between 10 – 85 years. Overall, the average age of 

the Wikipedians that participated in the survey is 25.22 years. Half of the respondents are younger 

than 22 years. The most frequent age that can be observed within the respondents is 18 years. 

Splitting the respondents in four equally large age groups shows that 25% are younger than 18 years 

old, 25% are between 18 and 22, a further 25% are between 22 and 30 (e.g. half of the respondents 

are between 18 and 30 years) and the remaining 25% are between 30 and 85 years old. .

There is a slight age difference between readers and contributors - readers are, on average, 24.79 

years old while contributors show an average age of 26.14 years. Finally, female respondents are 

younger (23.79 years) than male ones (25.69 years).

Gender
Though both groups are dominated by men, there are significant differences in the gender 

composition of readers and contributors of Wikipedia. Contributors show a substantially larger share 

of males than readers. Among respondents only 12.64% of contributors are female.

Gender Reader Contributor Total

Male  79,965    (63.11%)  46,736    (36.89%)    126,701

(68.99%) (86.73%)

Female  35,377    (83.85%)   6,814    (16.15%)     42,191

(30.52%) (12.64%)

Other     566

 (0.49%)

   338

 (0.63%)

       904

Total 115,908  53,888  N=169,796 

Table 5: Gender composition of Wikipedia activity groups

Education
Given the young age of Wikipedians it is natural that secondary and undergraduate tertiary education 

are the  highest educational degrees among most respondents. Contributors show slightly but 

significantly higher education levels than readers.

Education Level Reader (%) Contributor (%) Total (%)

Primary education 12.08 11.05 11.75

Secondary education 37.25 33.66 36.11

Tertiary education/Undergraduate 25.23 25.99 25.47

Tertiary education/Masters 17.24 18.61 17.68

Tertiary education/PhD 2.26 4.43 2.95

Other 5.93 6.25 6.03

N=124,752 100% 100% 100%

Table 6: Highest educational degree by Wikipedia activity groups 

(C) 2010 UNU-MERIT. Licensed under the Creative Commons Non-commercial / Attribution / Verbatim license 7

http://www.ris.org/uploadi/editor/1305050082Wikipedia_
overview_15March2010-FinAL.pdf
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Editor Survey 2011/Women Editors

Wikimedia aims to increase diversity within its editing
community by growing the percentage of female editors
to 25%. But our editors continue to be predominantly
male (91%). Male editors also edit more than female ed-
itors with far more total lifetime edits compared to female
editors. But our common perception of female editors
facing a hostile environment in Wikipedia was not found
to be true. The survey data showed that the majority of
female editors are not harassed and do not believe that
Wikipedia is highly sexualized.

0.1 3.1 Wikipedia editors are predomi-
nantly male

Increasing diversity in our editor base is one of our strate-
gic goals, but Wikipedia editors continue to be predom-
inantly male. Among those surveyed, an overwhelming
majority of Wikipedia editors identified themselves as
male (91%, with females at around 9%). Fewer than 1%
of editors self-identified as transsexual or transgender.

D10. Gender distribution (n=4,930)

0.2 3.2 Women editors are growing in
number

While the small number of women editors active on
Wikipedia is a concern, the good news is that their num-
bers are growing. Not only has the overall strength of
women Wikipedians grown since it first began, but the
rate at which new women editors are added annually and
continue to edit has also been steadily rising.

Cross-tabulated vs. Wikipedia joining years (n=434)

0.3 3.3 A small minority of female
Wikipedians report having unpleasant
experiences

There is a common perception within the Wikimedia
movement that women editors who are in a small minority
have unpleasant interactions in Wikipedia, which is pre-
dominantly male. But the majority of female Wikipedia
editors (78%) stated that they have not had any unpleas-
ant experiences within the community. Only 7% reported
receiving inappropriate messages or comments either in
their userspace or elsewhere in Wikipedia. Just 4% of
women editors in the sample said that they had been
stalked online, and 5% said that someone had tried to flirt
with them.

Q25. Percent of female editors who reported experiencing the
listed harrassment (n=434)

0.4 3.4 A small minority of male and fe-
male editors believe that userspace is
sexualized

Within the Wikimedia movement we often hear that
Wikipedia is not able to attract women editors since
userspace in Wikipedia is highly sexualized, and of-
ten sexual innuendos drive women editors away from

1

WikiMEDiA FounDAtion EDitoR SuRvEy 2011

the exclamation 
dot and the design 
of the graph are 
problematic: they 
are influencing a 
positive reading of 
a bad situation…

Seems to suggest 
that is it ok that 
some women are 
stalked online…

What is 
a “small” 
minority?
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Wikipedia. But we did not find large-scale evidence of
sexualization of userspace. Only a very small minority of
editors surveyed (6%) said that userspace (user and dis-
cussion pages) in Wikipedia are sexualized (i.e. contain
sexual talks, innuendos, images, etc.). The percentages
of men and women who believed that userspace was sex-
ualized were at a matching 6%.

0.5 3.5 Women make much fewer edits in
general

Even as we strategize about how to attract new women
editors, we also need to work on increasing the veloc-
ity of current female editors to have more women-centric
content. A recent study conducted by a team of re-
searchers at the University of Minnesota found that con-
tent on female-centric topics tends to be featured less in
Wikipedia. An analysis of self-reported edits by gender
shows significant differences at both ends of the spec-
trum. While women are more likely than men to make
only between 1 and 50 lifetime edits, men are more likely
than women to make 10,000 edits or more.

D1b. Total self-reported edits by gender (n=4,930)

Previous | Next

3

1 Text and image sources, contributors, and licenses

1.1 Text
• Editor Survey 2011/Women Editors Source: https://meta.wikimedia.org/wiki/Editor_Survey_2011/Women_Editors?oldid=15188054
Contributors: Rich Farmbrough, Kaganer, JayWalsh, PiRSquared17, AJ WMF Intern and Serpinium
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wikimedia.org/wikipedia/commons/5/5d/WP_April_2011%2C_Editor_Survey%2C_Percentage_of_women_editors_small%2C_
but_growing.png License: CC BY-SA 3.0 Contributors: Own work Original artist: AyushKhanna
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Own work Original artist: AyushKhanna
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editors_reported_being_harassed.png License: CC BY-SA 3.0 Contributors: Own work Original artist: AyushKhanna

1.3 Content license
• Creative Commons Attribution-Share Alike 3.0

https://meta.wikimedia.org/wiki/Editor_Survey_2011/
Women_Editors
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Imbalance

Shyong (Tony) K. Lam1, Anuradha Uduwage1, Zhenhua Dong2, Shilad Sen3, David R.
Musicant4, Loren Terveen1, John Riedl1

1GroupLens Research
Dept. of Computer Science and Engineering 2Dept. of Information Technical Science

University of Minnesota Nankai University
Minneapolis, Minnesota Tianjin, China

{lam,uduwage,terveen,riedl}@cs.umn.edu dongzhh@mail.nankai.edu.cn

3Math, Statistics, and Computer Science Dept. 4Dept. of Computer Science
Macalester College Carleton College
St. Paul, Minnesota Northfield, Minnesota

ssen@macalester.edu dmusican@carleton.edu

ABSTRACT

Wikipedia has rapidly become an invaluable destination for mil-
lions of information-seeking users. However, media reports sug-
gest an important challenge: only a small fraction of Wikipedia’s
legion of volunteer editors are female. In the current work, we
present a scientific exploration of the gender imbalance in the En-
glish Wikipedia’s population of editors. We look at the nature of
the imbalance itself, its effects on the quality of the encyclopedia,
and several conflict-related factors that may be contributing to the
gender gap. Our findings confirm the presence of a large gender
gap among editors and a corresponding gender-oriented disparity
in the content of Wikipedia’s articles. Further, we find evidence
hinting at a culture that may be resistant to female participation.

Categories and Subject Descriptors

H.3.4 [Information Systems]: Systems and Software—Informa-

tion networks; H.5.3 [Information Systems]: Group and Organi-
zation Interfaces—computer-supported collaborative work

General Terms

Human Factors, Measurement

Keywords

Wikipedia, collaboration, gender gap, content coverage

1. INTRODUCTION
Over the past decade, Wikipedia has become a premier informa-

tion resource on the web. Remarkably, it was not built by experts,

Permission to make digital or hard copies of all or part of this work for
personal or classroom use is granted without fee provided that copies are
not made or distributed for profit or commercial advantage and that copies
bear this notice and the full citation on the first page. To copy otherwise, to
republish, to post on servers or to redistribute to lists, requires prior specific
permission and/or a fee.
WikiSym’11, October 3–5, 2011, Mountain View, California
Copyright 2011 ACM 978-1-4503-0909-7/11/10 ...$10.00.

but by harnessing the collective effort of millions of volunteer ed-
itors. However, not all is well with Wikipedia. Researchers have
identified and studied several factors that represent challenges for
Wikipedia, including increased vandalism [21], increased overhead
in resolving editor conflict and performing other coordination ac-
tivities [13], and an overall stagnation in growth rate [24].

More recently, in a January 2011 New York Times article, Noam
Cohen described another challenge: a wide gender gap amongst
Wikipedia’s editors [7]. Cohen observes that just 13% ofWikipedia’s
contributors are female, according to a 2009Wikimedia Foundation
survey. Furthermore, he suggests that this disparity has led to defi-
ciencies in Wikipedia’s coverage of “female” topics, as evidenced
by a series of anecdotal examples (e.g., Wikipedia’s coverage of
topics like friendship bracelets or “Sex and the City” pales in com-
parison to that of toy soldiers or “The Sopranos”).

The Wikimedia Foundation has established a goal of increas-
ing the female share in editors to 25% by 2015. While ambitious,
such a accomplishment is certainly not out of reach. In Unlocking

the Clubhouse: Women in Computing [17], Margolis and Fisher
describe a series of studies and educational reforms that helped
Carnegie Mellon University address a wide gender gap in their un-
dergraduate Computer Science program. Over the course of five
years, female enrollment rose from 7% in 1995 to 42% in 2000.

In the current work, we present a quantitative exploration of the
gender imbalance in English Wikipedia’s volunteer editor popula-
tion. Cohen’s article presents a compelling argument, but we be-
lieve there is need for more rigorous analysis that expands on the
reported survey results and anecdotal evidence. We believe our
work represents a crucial next step in understanding the nature of
the gender gap and deciding what should be done to address it.

1.1 Related Work
Research from the volunteering literature and technology adop-

tion literature offer reasons not to expect a large gender gap among
Wikipedia’s editors. Taniguchi finds that females are more likely
to volunteer than males, and that females do more volunteer work
than males [26]. In [31], Wilson cites four underlying reasons for
females’ increased volunteerism: they exhibit greater empathy and
altruism, they place more value in helping others, they perceive a
gender-specific norm that they should take care of others, and they

2

Wikipedia. But we did not find large-scale evidence of
sexualization of userspace. Only a very small minority of
editors surveyed (6%) said that userspace (user and dis-
cussion pages) in Wikipedia are sexualized (i.e. contain
sexual talks, innuendos, images, etc.). The percentages
of men and women who believed that userspace was sex-
ualized were at a matching 6%.

0.5 3.5 Women make much fewer edits in
general

Even as we strategize about how to attract new women
editors, we also need to work on increasing the veloc-
ity of current female editors to have more women-centric
content. A recent study conducted by a team of re-
searchers at the University of Minnesota found that con-
tent on female-centric topics tends to be featured less in
Wikipedia. An analysis of self-reported edits by gender
shows significant differences at both ends of the spec-
trum. While women are more likely than men to make
only between 1 and 50 lifetime edits, men are more likely
than women to make 10,000 edits or more.

D1b. Total self-reported edits by gender (n=4,930)
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view volunteering as part of their “social life.” Overall, these find-
ings suggest that females may be more likely to volunteer their time
to edit Wikipedia, though they may edit less if they lack a social
connection to the Wikipedia community.
The technology adoption literature suggests that females may

lag behind males in adopting new technology. Broadly, Venkatesh
et al. find that females are less likely to adopt new technologies
than males, and that females are more heavily influenced by social
norms related to a technology and the perceived difficulty of the
new technology [29]. However, studies of gender differences in
adoption of the Internet and social media offer more encouraging
findings. Periodic Pew Research Center surveys of the general pop-
ulace show that Internet usage between 2000 to 2004 was skewed
toward males, but that the gap has since dissolved [19]. Females are
nowmore likely than males to participate in some social media sites
such as Facebook or MySpace [28]. In addition, females are more
likely to tweet (10% of females, 7% of males), and teenage girls
are more likely to blog (25% of girls, 15% of boys) [23, 15]. Even
online gaming, which is traditionally seen as a male-dominated ac-
tivity [34], shows signs of a sea change; market research surveys
indicate that females and males are on par with each other in online
social gaming [12, 25].
Together, these observations suggest that Wikipedia, a commu-

nity of volunteers collaborating to build an online encyclopedia,
ought to have a reasonable gender balance. However, multiple
studies have indicated an apparent disparity. Lim’s surveys of col-
lege students find that while all respondents had used Wikipedia,
females visited it less frequently and perceived it to be of lower
quality than males did [16]. A 2011 Pew Research survey finds
a small gender gap in readership (50% of female Internet users,
and 56% of male ones) [35]. The Wikimedia Foundation commis-
sioned a survey of Wikipedia users in 2009, and its results show
a large gap among readers (75% male, 25% female), and an even
larger gap among editors (87% male, 13% female) [10]. However,
because users self-selected to participate in the survey, the report
authors acknowledge that it is “hard to evaluate whether the shares
we found in our survey are representative.” Furthermore, 75% of
the users who took the survey were using a non-English Wikipedia.
Thus, it is uncertain what the gender gap is in English Wikipedia.

1.2 Contributions
Our work seeks to explore more carefully the state of gender im-

balance among the English Wikipedia’s volunteer editors. We ex-
tend existing research on Wikipedia and gender in three key ways.
First, we conduct a high-level study of gender and editing behavior
in order to measure and characterize the editor gender gap. Second,
we explore how the imbalance affects Wikipedia as a way of show-
ing why it is an important issue to address. Finally, we analyze how
conflict-related behaviors such as reverts and blocks affect editors
of each gender to help understand why an imbalance might exist.

2. RESEARCH QUESTIONS
We begin our exploration of Wikipedia’s gender gap by posing

three overarching research questions and nine hypotheses.

2.1 RQ1: Gap-Overall

What is the extent of Wikipedia’s gender gap, and how has it

changed over time?

We are interested in measuring Wikipedia’s gender gap and de-
termining whether the imbalance is growing or shrinking. Based on
the survey results presented in [10], we hypothesize that Wikipedia
does have a wide gender gap. Note that the remainder of our hy-

potheses and research questions provisionally assume that this hy-
pothesis will be supported.

H1a Gap-Exists: Wikipedia has a substantial editor gender gap.

Periodic surveys of the general populace indicate that there was a
modest gender gap in Internet use in the early 2000s, but that it has
been shrinking steadily [19]. We hypothesize that a similar trend
has been taking place in Wikipedia.

H1b Gap-Shrinking: Wikipedia’s gender gap is shrinking.

2.2 RQ2: Gap-Matters

How is Wikipedia affected by the gender gap?

In this research question, we wish to explore whether the gender
gap is causing some parts ofWikipedia to receive less attention than
other parts. Our next hypotheses are inspired by Noam Cohen’s
NewYork Times article [7], which anecdotally demonstrates a large
disparity in the depth of coverage between “female” and “male”
topics in Wikipedia. We systematically study this phenomenon in
large-scale data-driven ways that do not depend on anecdotal ev-
idence and invocation of gender stereotypes to determine which
topics are “female” or “male.” Formally:

H2a Focus-Differences: Male and female editors focus on dif-
ferent content areas.

H2b F-Coverage-Worse: Coverage of topics with particular in-
terest to females is inferior to topics with particular interest to males.

We further hypothesize that due to gender differences in extraver-
sion, empathy, and altruism [9, 31], females will tend to be more ac-
tive than males in social- or community-oriented areas ofWikipedia
that offer increased interaction with other editors and opportunity
to build interpersonal relationships. If this hypothesis is supported,
addressing the gender gap might lead to a healthier community in
which there are more resources available for community-oriented
tasks like helping new editors and organizing editor efforts.

H2c F-Social: Females are more likely to be involved in social-
and community-oriented areas of Wikipedia.

2.3 RQ3: Gender-Conflict

What gender differences exist in conflicts in Wikipedia, and

how do those differences relate to the gender gap?

In our final research question, we look at gender differences in
conflict amongWikipedia’s editors in order to learn about how con-
flict might be contributing to the gender gap. Prior research finds
that conflict has been a growing problem for Wikipedia, consum-
ing increasing amounts of editor effort [13]. Studies on gender and
personality have shown that females tend to have more agreeable
and less aggressive personalities [9, 2], which suggests that they
may tend to avoid conflict if possible. Therefore, a possible expla-
nation for the gender gap is that females may find conflict among
Wikipedia editors to be distasteful and unappealing, and may sim-
ply choose to not edit Wikipedia as a result. As a partial test of
this explanation, we hypothesize that Wikipedia’s existing female
editors tend to do their work in less controversial areas.

H3a F-Uncontentious: Females tend to avoid controversial or
contentious articles.

Females who do decide to edit Wikipedia may find it difficult
to make contributions that are accepted by the community. Draw-
ing upon years of research in gender and computer-mediated com-
munication, Herring finds that “gender differences in on-line com-
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view volunteering as part of their “social life.” Overall, these find-
ings suggest that females may be more likely to volunteer their time
to edit Wikipedia, though they may edit less if they lack a social
connection to the Wikipedia community.

The technology adoption literature suggests that females may
lag behind males in adopting new technology. Broadly, Venkatesh
et al. find that females are less likely to adopt new technologies
than males, and that females are more heavily influenced by social
norms related to a technology and the perceived difficulty of the
new technology [29]. However, studies of gender differences in
adoption of the Internet and social media offer more encouraging
findings. Periodic Pew Research Center surveys of the general pop-
ulace show that Internet usage between 2000 to 2004 was skewed
toward males, but that the gap has since dissolved [19]. Females are
nowmore likely than males to participate in some social media sites
such as Facebook or MySpace [28]. In addition, females are more
likely to tweet (10% of females, 7% of males), and teenage girls
are more likely to blog (25% of girls, 15% of boys) [23, 15]. Even
online gaming, which is traditionally seen as a male-dominated ac-
tivity [34], shows signs of a sea change; market research surveys
indicate that females and males are on par with each other in online
social gaming [12, 25].

Together, these observations suggest that Wikipedia, a commu-
nity of volunteers collaborating to build an online encyclopedia,
ought to have a reasonable gender balance. However, multiple
studies have indicated an apparent disparity. Lim’s surveys of col-
lege students find that while all respondents had used Wikipedia,
females visited it less frequently and perceived it to be of lower
quality than males did [16]. A 2011 Pew Research survey finds
a small gender gap in readership (50% of female Internet users,
and 56% of male ones) [35]. The Wikimedia Foundation commis-
sioned a survey of Wikipedia users in 2009, and its results show
a large gap among readers (75% male, 25% female), and an even
larger gap among editors (87% male, 13% female) [10]. However,
because users self-selected to participate in the survey, the report
authors acknowledge that it is “hard to evaluate whether the shares
we found in our survey are representative.” Furthermore, 75% of
the users who took the survey were using a non-English Wikipedia.
Thus, it is uncertain what the gender gap is in English Wikipedia.

1.2 Contributions
Our work seeks to explore more carefully the state of gender im-

balance among the English Wikipedia’s volunteer editors. We ex-
tend existing research on Wikipedia and gender in three key ways.
First, we conduct a high-level study of gender and editing behavior
in order to measure and characterize the editor gender gap. Second,
we explore how the imbalance affects Wikipedia as a way of show-
ing why it is an important issue to address. Finally, we analyze how
conflict-related behaviors such as reverts and blocks affect editors
of each gender to help understand why an imbalance might exist.

2. RESEARCH QUESTIONS
We begin our exploration of Wikipedia’s gender gap by posing

three overarching research questions and nine hypotheses.

2.1 RQ1: Gap-Overall

What is the extent of Wikipedia’s gender gap, and how has it

changed over time?

We are interested in measuring Wikipedia’s gender gap and de-
termining whether the imbalance is growing or shrinking. Based on
the survey results presented in [10], we hypothesize that Wikipedia
does have a wide gender gap. Note that the remainder of our hy-

potheses and research questions provisionally assume that this hy-
pothesis will be supported.

H1a Gap-Exists: Wikipedia has a substantial editor gender gap.

Periodic surveys of the general populace indicate that there was a
modest gender gap in Internet use in the early 2000s, but that it has
been shrinking steadily [19]. We hypothesize that a similar trend
has been taking place in Wikipedia.

H1b Gap-Shrinking: Wikipedia’s gender gap is shrinking.

2.2 RQ2: Gap-Matters

How is Wikipedia affected by the gender gap?

In this research question, we wish to explore whether the gender
gap is causing some parts ofWikipedia to receive less attention than
other parts. Our next hypotheses are inspired by Noam Cohen’s
NewYork Times article [7], which anecdotally demonstrates a large
disparity in the depth of coverage between “female” and “male”
topics in Wikipedia. We systematically study this phenomenon in
large-scale data-driven ways that do not depend on anecdotal ev-
idence and invocation of gender stereotypes to determine which
topics are “female” or “male.” Formally:

H2a Focus-Differences: Male and female editors focus on dif-
ferent content areas.

H2b F-Coverage-Worse: Coverage of topics with particular in-
terest to females is inferior to topics with particular interest to males.

We further hypothesize that due to gender differences in extraver-
sion, empathy, and altruism [9, 31], females will tend to be more ac-
tive than males in social- or community-oriented areas ofWikipedia
that offer increased interaction with other editors and opportunity
to build interpersonal relationships. If this hypothesis is supported,
addressing the gender gap might lead to a healthier community in
which there are more resources available for community-oriented
tasks like helping new editors and organizing editor efforts.

H2c F-Social: Females are more likely to be involved in social-
and community-oriented areas of Wikipedia.

2.3 RQ3: Gender-Conflict

What gender differences exist in conflicts in Wikipedia, and

how do those differences relate to the gender gap?

In our final research question, we look at gender differences in
conflict amongWikipedia’s editors in order to learn about how con-
flict might be contributing to the gender gap. Prior research finds
that conflict has been a growing problem for Wikipedia, consum-
ing increasing amounts of editor effort [13]. Studies on gender and
personality have shown that females tend to have more agreeable
and less aggressive personalities [9, 2], which suggests that they
may tend to avoid conflict if possible. Therefore, a possible expla-
nation for the gender gap is that females may find conflict among
Wikipedia editors to be distasteful and unappealing, and may sim-
ply choose to not edit Wikipedia as a result. As a partial test of
this explanation, we hypothesize that Wikipedia’s existing female
editors tend to do their work in less controversial areas.

H3a F-Uncontentious: Females tend to avoid controversial or
contentious articles.

Females who do decide to edit Wikipedia may find it difficult
to make contributions that are accepted by the community. Draw-
ing upon years of research in gender and computer-mediated com-
munication, Herring finds that “gender differences in on-line com-

munication tend to disfavor women” and that females who partic-
ipate in mixed-gender online environments tend to be marginal-
ized [11]. Furthermore, Herring notes that even if participant gen-
der is not made salient, features of a participant’s discourse style
can often reveal gender information. Recent research has shown
that males and females have measurably different editing behav-
iors on Wikipedia [1]. Thus, we believe there may be a systemic
bias against females that cause their edits to be more likely to be
reverted (undone) by another editor, particularly early on in their
Wikipedia tenure. Furthermore, since females may prefer to avoid
conflict, we believe they are more likely than males to lose interest
and leave Wikipedia if their early contributions are reverted.

H3b F-Reverted-More: Female editors are more likely to have
their early edits reverted.

H3c F-Reverted-Leave: Female editors are more likely to stop
editing and leave Wikipedia when being reverted as newcomers.

Another action used in Wikipedia conflict resolution is a block,
which prevents the affected user from editing for a period of time.
Blocks are much less common than reverts, and their use is lim-
ited to cases of disruptive or anti-social behavior where other forms
of conflict resolution have been ineffective. Research in multiple
domains indicates that males are more likely to violate rules [30,
11, 27] and that they are more aggressive, especially when pro-
voked [2]. Thus, we hypothesize that females are less likely to
be blocked than males, and that conflicts that escalate to the point
where a block is required are not a contributor to the gender gap.

H3d F-Blocked-Less: Female editors are less likely to be blocked.

3. DATA
To test our hypotheses and answer our research questions, we

perform a variety of quantitative statistical analyses on publicly-
available English Wikipedia data. The majority of our data is either
from the January 2011 data dump1 or from the Wikipedia website
itself (collected during February and March 2011 via the public
API or screen-scraping). We also drew upon several other sources
of data during our analyses, including data derived from older full-
text Wikipedia dumps released in January 2010 or January 2008.
Because each of these additional sources of data is specific to one
of our hypotheses, we will defer discussion about these other data
until the relevant section.

3.1 Editor Gender Data
A key piece of information we need for our analyses is editor

gender. In Wikipedia, there are several ways that an editor can
publicly disclose his or her gender:

1. They can specify whether they are male or female in their ac-
count’s preference settings. The gender setting is described
as being “used for gender-correct addressing by the software,”
and is public information available from Wikipedia’s API.

2. They can place a gender userbox on their User page to openly
announce and display their gender in a de facto standard way.

3. They can mention their gender while describing themselves
on their User page or during a discussion with fellow editors
in one of Wikipedia’s discussion areas.

The editor gender data used in our analysis includes users who
disclosed their gender via preference setting (#1) and a subset of
those who used a userbox (#2). Figures 1 and 2 shows screen shots
of these two disclosure methods. For #1, we queried the Wikipedia

1http://dumps.wikimedia.org/enwiki/20110115/

Figure 1: Gender preference setting in its default state.

Figure 2: Userboxes used by Wikipedia editors to display and

announce their gender.

API to obtain the gender setting for all users with at least one edit,
and for #2, we identified users who have either the User:UBX/male
or User:UBX/female gender userbox displayed on their User page.
There exist several other userboxes that can be used to denote one’s
gender (including ones for transgender and other alternative gen-
ders), but since they have been used by too few users to give statis-
tically reliable data, we chose to not include them in our analysis.
We also chose to not collect gender disclosures that occurred only
via method #3 because doing so would require substantially more
advanced natural language processing techniques.

We collected data for 106,698 users that have disclosed their gen-
der using the user preference setting and 8,630 users who have done
so using a userbox. Of these, 1,478 users specified their gender us-
ing both methods. 1,476 of these users specified the same gender
in both places. The remaining two users have a different gender
specified using each method, and are excluded from our analyses.
In total, our editor gender data set contains 113,848 users who have
collectively made over 67 million edits.

3.2 Assumptions and Limitations
This gender data is comprised of self-reports from self-selected

users, and thus has limitations. The validity and generalizability of
our results are subject to several assumptions about this data. First,
we assume that users are mostly honest in reporting their gender.
Second, we assume that users who do not report their gender be-
have similarly to those who do report their gender (which is just
2.8% of editors). Finally, we assume that self-report rates are simi-
lar between males and females at similar stages of their Wikipedia
life-cycle. In our data, we find that self-report rates increase dra-
matically for dedicated editors: we have gender information for
6.5% of editors with at least ten edits, 14.1% of those with at least
100 edits, and 34.7% of those with at least 1,000 edits.

While necessary to enable our analysis, these assumptions are
difficult to confirm. We do note that at a high level, our results are
comparable to those obtained from the Wikimedia Foundation’s re-
cent survey of Wikipedia users [10], which provides limited sup-
port for our assumption about truthful self-reports. However, we
are unable to provide evidence for the other assumptions. Unfortu-
nately, this problem is fundamental for any Wikipedia research that
depends on existing publicly-available data. Nearly all the results
in this paper are subject to these assumptions and limitations.

4. RESULTS AND ANALYSIS
We now step through each of our research questions and hy-

potheses, describing our methods for testing each hypothesis, the
data we used, and our results.
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Figure 3: Wikipedia’s gender gap as a function of editor activ-

ity for editors first editing Wikipedia during 2009. The gender

gap is more pronounced when looking at high-activity editors.

4.1 RQ1: Gap-Overall

H1a Gap-Exists: Wikipedia has a substantial editor gender gap.

To characterize the gender gap at a high level, we compared
male and female editors using three broad metrics: editor count,
edit count, and activity lifespan. We found that females comprised
16.1% of the 38,497 editors who started editing Wikipedia during
2009 and who specified their gender. This is indicative of a substan-
tial gender gap in Wikipedia editors – males outnumber females by
over 5 to 1. However, this is not the end of the story. Our other two
metrics suggest that the gender gap is even deeper than indicated
by editor count.
We found that despite females being 16.1% of the new editors in

2009, they only accounted for 9.0% of edits made by this cohort of
editors. On average, a male editor made almost twice as many edits
as a female editor. Figure 3 depicts the gender gap at various levels
of edit count. We see that the gender gap widens when looking at
editors with many edits, and does not appear to stabilize until the
percentage of female editors drops to around 6% for editors making
more than about 500 edits. This observation points to the possibil-
ity that females leave Wikipedia earlier than males in their editing
tenures. Our third metric, activity lifespan, directly examines this
possibility.
Activity lifespan measures how long a user is active in a system

before leaving. We used a definition of activity lifespan similar to
Yang et al.’s in their work studying user survival in social question-
answering systems [33]. We considered an editor’s “birth” to be
his or her first edit date and a “death” to be a period of edit inac-
tivity exceeding six months (the death is recorded as the beginning
of the period). Using this notion of user birth and death, we ap-
plied standard survival analysis techniques [8]. Figure 4 shows the
estimated male and female survival curves for users joining dur-
ing 2009. We see a distinct difference between the two curves.
Females stop editing Wikipedia sooner than males, and the ratio
of males remaining to females remaining for this cohort increases
steadily as time passes. Therefore, one of the factors contributing to
Wikipedia’s gender gap is a lower retention rate for female editors
compared to male editors. We will return to exploring this survival
data in greater detail later in section 4.3.

H1b Gap-Shrinking: Wikipedia’s gender gap is shrinking.

To examine how the overall gender gap has evolved over time,
we looked for a trend in the gender breakdown of new editors join-
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Figure 4: Activity lifespan of new female and male Wikipedia

editors in 2009 expressed as Kaplan-Meier survival curves.

The difference between the curves is statistically significant (lo-

grank test, p < 0.001).

ing Wikipedia each month. However, there are confounds in the
data that made this a tricky task. The two methods for disclosing
one’s gender that we consider in our data (userboxes and prefer-
ence setting) were introduced at different times, so simply looking
at the trend over all of Wikipedia’s existence is not a fair analy-
sis. Users who started editing Wikipedia before a gender disclo-
sure method was introduced could not specify their gender using
that method until after its introduction date. The survival analy-
sis presented above shows that males tend to have longer activity
lifespans. Therefore, males who joined Wikipedia before a gender
disclosure method was introduced are more likely than females to
still be active once the method is made available (and thus, be able
to specify a gender using it).

Due this confound, we could only make valid comparisons for
users joining Wikipedia after the introduction of a gender disclo-
sure method, and only for the subset of users who used that disclo-
sure method. The gender userboxes were introduced in December
2005, and the gender preference setting was introduced in January
2009. Figure 5 shows two charts, each depicting the gender gap
over time for one of the gender disclosure methods. The trends in
both charts are flat with nearly zero slope. Therefore, Wikipedia’s
gender gap appears to have remained approximately constant since
December 2005, which is surprising given that other online gen-
der gaps have been shrinking over time. Note that the two charts
indicate different female editor percentages. This may be because
the userbox gender disclosure method requires more Wikipedia-
specific knowledge to use. Thus, there may be fewer female user-
box users due to the survival differences shown earlier (that is, fe-
males might be more likely to stop editing Wikipedia before learn-
ing about the userboxes).

Our findings yield evidence to support H1a Gap-Exists, but not
H1b Gap-Shrinking. Wikipedia suffers from a substantial gender
gap, and the gender gap has not been closing over time. Next, we
turn to an exploration of why the gender gap matters to Wikipedia.

4.2 RQ2: Gap-Matters

H2a Focus-Differences: Male and female editors focus on dif-
ferent content areas.

To test this hypothesis, we used data and methods described by
Chen et al. in [6] to determine editors’ interest areas. Based on the
January 2008 data dump, this method uses Wikipedia’s category
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gap is more pronounced when looking at high-activity editors.

4.1 RQ1: Gap-Overall

H1a Gap-Exists: Wikipedia has a substantial editor gender gap.

To characterize the gender gap at a high level, we compared
male and female editors using three broad metrics: editor count,
edit count, and activity lifespan. We found that females comprised
16.1% of the 38,497 editors who started editing Wikipedia during
2009 and who specified their gender. This is indicative of a substan-
tial gender gap in Wikipedia editors – males outnumber females by
over 5 to 1. However, this is not the end of the story. Our other two
metrics suggest that the gender gap is even deeper than indicated
by editor count.

We found that despite females being 16.1% of the new editors in
2009, they only accounted for 9.0% of edits made by this cohort of
editors. On average, a male editor made almost twice as many edits
as a female editor. Figure 3 depicts the gender gap at various levels
of edit count. We see that the gender gap widens when looking at
editors with many edits, and does not appear to stabilize until the
percentage of female editors drops to around 6% for editors making
more than about 500 edits. This observation points to the possibil-
ity that females leave Wikipedia earlier than males in their editing
tenures. Our third metric, activity lifespan, directly examines this
possibility.

Activity lifespan measures how long a user is active in a system
before leaving. We used a definition of activity lifespan similar to
Yang et al.’s in their work studying user survival in social question-
answering systems [33]. We considered an editor’s “birth” to be
his or her first edit date and a “death” to be a period of edit inac-
tivity exceeding six months (the death is recorded as the beginning
of the period). Using this notion of user birth and death, we ap-
plied standard survival analysis techniques [8]. Figure 4 shows the
estimated male and female survival curves for users joining dur-
ing 2009. We see a distinct difference between the two curves.
Females stop editing Wikipedia sooner than males, and the ratio
of males remaining to females remaining for this cohort increases
steadily as time passes. Therefore, one of the factors contributing to
Wikipedia’s gender gap is a lower retention rate for female editors
compared to male editors. We will return to exploring this survival
data in greater detail later in section 4.3.

H1b Gap-Shrinking: Wikipedia’s gender gap is shrinking.

To examine how the overall gender gap has evolved over time,
we looked for a trend in the gender breakdown of new editors join-
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ing Wikipedia each month. However, there are confounds in the
data that made this a tricky task. The two methods for disclosing
one’s gender that we consider in our data (userboxes and prefer-
ence setting) were introduced at different times, so simply looking
at the trend over all of Wikipedia’s existence is not a fair analy-
sis. Users who started editing Wikipedia before a gender disclo-
sure method was introduced could not specify their gender using
that method until after its introduction date. The survival analy-
sis presented above shows that males tend to have longer activity
lifespans. Therefore, males who joined Wikipedia before a gender
disclosure method was introduced are more likely than females to
still be active once the method is made available (and thus, be able
to specify a gender using it).

Due this confound, we could only make valid comparisons for
users joining Wikipedia after the introduction of a gender disclo-
sure method, and only for the subset of users who used that disclo-
sure method. The gender userboxes were introduced in December
2005, and the gender preference setting was introduced in January
2009. Figure 5 shows two charts, each depicting the gender gap
over time for one of the gender disclosure methods. The trends in
both charts are flat with nearly zero slope. Therefore, Wikipedia’s
gender gap appears to have remained approximately constant since
December 2005, which is surprising given that other online gen-
der gaps have been shrinking over time. Note that the two charts
indicate different female editor percentages. This may be because
the userbox gender disclosure method requires more Wikipedia-
specific knowledge to use. Thus, there may be fewer female user-
box users due to the survival differences shown earlier (that is, fe-
males might be more likely to stop editing Wikipedia before learn-
ing about the userboxes).

Our findings yield evidence to support H1a Gap-Exists, but not
H1b Gap-Shrinking. Wikipedia suffers from a substantial gender
gap, and the gender gap has not been closing over time. Next, we
turn to an exploration of why the gender gap matters to Wikipedia.

4.2 RQ2: Gap-Matters

H2a Focus-Differences: Male and female editors focus on dif-
ferent content areas.

To test this hypothesis, we used data and methods described by
Chen et al. in [6] to determine editors’ interest areas. Based on the
January 2008 data dump, this method uses Wikipedia’s category
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Figure 5: Wikipedia’s gender gap in new editors as a function

of time for users specifying their gender via userbox (top) and

users specifying their gender via preference setting (bottom).

Best-fit lines are plotted as black dotted lines, and have slopes

of 0.0043% (top) and -0.029% (bottom) per month.

structure to assign articles to eight primary interest areas: Arts, Ge-
ography, Health, History, Science, People, Philosophy and Reli-
gion. Each editor is then placed into zero or more of these eight
areas based on his or her editing activity and how focused it is in
specific areas’ articles.
Using Chen et al.’s data, we determined how many male and fe-

male editors are in each of the eight interest areas and compared
each area’s gender distribution with the Wikipedia-wide one. Ta-
ble 1 shows our results, which indicate that males and females are
focused on disparate content areas within Wikipedia. There is a
greater concentration of females in the People and Arts areas, while
males focus more on Geography and Science. These findings are
consistent with gender differences found in the National Science
Foundation’s biennial survey of college graduates: men generally
skew toward science and engineering fields, while women skew to-
ward other fields including arts and humanities [18]. These results,
when combined with the existence of an editor gender gap, are sug-
gestive of a deficiency in some areas.

H2b F-Coverage-Worse: Coverage of topics with particular in-
terest to females is inferior to topics with particular interest to males.

To more directly examine the effect of the gender gap on content
coverage quality, we performed two analyses: a general one based
on editor activity, and a domain-specific one using an external data
source that allowed us to more carefully control for possible con-
founds. To measure coverage quality, we used article length as

Area Females Males % Female

People 441 3,673 10.7% ***
Arts 382 3,282 10.4% ***
Philosophy 31 344 8.3%
Religion 37 484 7.1%
Health 24 313 7.1%
History 113 1,578 6.7%
Science 235 4,299 5.2% ***
Geography 71 1,856 3.7% ***

All Editors 1,915 23,430 7.6% a

Table 1: Gender distribution of editors in eight interest areas

as of January 2008. Not all editors are in an interest area,

and some editors are in multiple areas. Statistical comparisons

were performed using a Chi-Square goodness-of-fit test using

the overall gender breakdown of editors in this data as the ex-

pected distribution (*** p < 0.001).

a7.6% of editors being female is very low compared to figures re-
ported earlier. This is a manifestation of the survival-related con-
founds described in section 4.1. The data issues do not affect this
analysis because the gender distributions we are comparing are all
drawn from the same data.

a proxy. While length is a very simple metric, existing research
shows that it is an excellent predictor of a Wikipedia article’s as-
sessment level [3, 32], which is a community-assigned rating of an
article’s overall quality.

Wikipedia-wide comparison. In our first analysis, we used the
gender of an article’s editors to determine whether the article topic
is of male or female interest. Specifically, we defined an article’s
fe as the proportion of its known-gender editors that are female.
As we found earlier in section 4.1, edits by female editors turn out
to be more rare than one would expect, so this metric is subject to
high relative variance and noise. To help reduce the effect of noise,
we limited this analysis to high-activity articles where we knew the
gender of at least 30 editors. In addition, we excluded any articles
that are less than 100 bytes long because such “articles” are likely to
be redirects that point to other articles. Applying these constraints
left us with 59,579 articles in theMain namespace, which is where
all of Wikipedia’s encyclopedic content is located.

We considered an article topic to be “male” if it is in the bottom
quintile of fe, “neutral” if it is in the third (center) quintile, and
“female” if it is in the top quintile. We found that the average male
article is 33,301 bytes long, the average female article is 28,434
bytes long, and the average neutral article is 36,511 bytes long. All
differences are statistically significant (t-Test, p < 0.001). So, on
average, male articles are significantly longer than female articles,
which indicates that coverage quality of topics with particular inter-
est to females is indeed lacking. We also see that neutral articles are
longer than both male and female articles. This is perhaps because
gender-neutral topics appeal to both genders, and thus, are likely to
garner the most overall attention from Wikipedia’s editors.

Movie article comparison. The second analysis for this hypoth-
esis looked at one specific domain of topics: movies. We chose
to focus on this particular domain because it allowed us to use a
method that let us more carefully control for other factors that may
affect an article’s length such as the popularity or age of the topic.
Furthermore, this method is not subject to the Wikipedia data as-
sumptions described in section 3.2.

For this analysis, we used data from our movie recommender
web siteMovieLens2. MovieLens users can assign ratings to movies

2http://movielens.umn.edu
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in order to receive personalized movie recommendations. To date,
MovieLens has collected over 15 million movie ratings from its
150,000 users. A key feature of this data is that it contains self-
reported gender information from over 80% of users who started
using MovieLens before May 2003 (MovieLens stopped requesting
demographic information upon registration in May 2003). While
MovieLens also appears to be affected by a gender gap (32% of
its users are female), it is less imbalanced than Wikipedia, which
allowed us to compute a gender metric even for relatively obscure
movies. We defined a movie’s fr as the proportion of its known-
gender raters that are female. To help avoid confounds due to gen-
der differences in long-termMovieLens usage, we limited our anal-
ysis to movies that existed in the system as of May 2003.
We mapped each MovieLens movie to its corresponding article

by scanning Wikipedia for articles that have a link to the movie’s
IMDb page and then applying basic heuristics to compare the movie
name and article titles. We hand-checked 100 randomly-selected
mappings and found no errors. We excluded any movies with fewer
than ten known-gender raters, as well as movies that we could not
locate a Wikipedia article for (3.7% of movies). The resulting
movie data set contained 5,850 movies.
For this analysis, we built a linear regression model that predicts

article length using fr and several movie properties that may affect
article length. The regression variables are summarized below. All
variables except Movie Age are standardized with a z-score trans-
formation. VIF values for these variables are below 1.3, so multi-
collinearity is not an issue.

• Article Length is our dependent variable and is defined as the
length (in characters) of the Wikipedia article about the movie
(log-transformed for normality).

• Movie Gender is our independent variable and is defined as fr.
We additionally include its quadratic term (labelled as “Movie

Gender Sq.”) because our previous analysis suggests that article
length may have a non-linear relationship with topic gender.

• Movie Popularity is a control variable defined as the number of
MovieLens ratings that the movie has (log-transformed for nor-
mality). Articles about often-rated movies may draw more atten-
tion from editors, and thus, may be longer.

• Movie Quality is a control variable defined as the averageMovie-
Lens rating assigned to the movie. Articles about well-liked
movies may be longer than ones about poorly-rated movies, again
due to increased editor attention.

• Movie Age is a control variable defined as the age of the movie
in years. Article length may vary with movie age due to better
availability of information about newer movies.

The results of the regression model are shown in table 2. We see
that even when controlling for variables that we would expect to
affect article length, both fr and its quadratic term are significantly
associated with article length. A plot of the effect size of movie
gender is shown in figure 6. All else being equal, articles about “fe-
male” movies are shorter than ones about “male” movies3. We also
built a similar regression model using WikiProject Film’s article
assessment ratings4 as the dependent variable (coded as an equally
spaced ordinal variable) and obtained qualitatively similar results;
that is, “female” movie articles have lower assessment ratings than
“male” movie articles.

3The Movie Popularity control variable has the expected effect.
The Movie Quality variable has no significant effect. The Movie
Age variable has the opposite of the expected effect: older movies
tend to have longer articles. Perhaps only very noteworthy older
movies were in our data set.
4http://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/WP:FILMA

Variable Coef. SE

Intercept -0.335 *** 0.0190

Movie Popularity 0.676 *** 0.0106
Movie Quality 0.00521 0.0107
Movie Age 0.0123 *** 0.000604

Movie Gender -0.144 *** 0.0107
Movie Gender Sq. 0.0257 *** 0.00692

Adj. R2 = 0.4704, F(5,5843) = 1040, p < 0.001

Table 2: Results of multiple linear regression model with

movie article length as the dependent variable. Positive co-

efficients indicate variables associated with increased article

length, and negative coefficients indicate variables associated

with decreased article length (*** p < 0.001).
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Figure 6: Effect size of movie gender ( fr) on Wikipedia article

length. Movie gender is shown as standardized z-score, where

negative values are more “male” and positive values are more

“female”. Effect is shown as a multiplicative factor. For exam-

ple, a movie that is at -2 on the x axis is two standard deviations

more “male” than the average movie, and its Wikipedia article

is expected to be 1.4 times as long as the average movie’s article.

The results of these two analyses show the same thing: there
are measurable gender-associated imbalances in Wikipedia’s con-
tent coverage quality. There is a silver lining though: in follow-up
analyses of two other domains – Nobel Prize winners, and recipi-
ents of the Academy Award for Best Actor/Actress – we found that
the average length of articles about female subjects is comparable
to that of articles about male subjects. The effects of Wikipedia’s
gender gap do not seem to apply when it comes to coverage of very
important and notable topics (these award winners are arguably at
the pinnacle of scientific, social, and/or cultural achievement).

H2c F-Social: Females are more likely to be involved in social-
and community-oriented areas of Wikipedia.

To test this hypothesis, we performed comparisons of male and
female involvement in three different areas of Wikipedia that repre-
sent increased social or community engagement. We describe each
of the three in turn below.

Editing Behavior. First, we looked at social engagement at a
broad level by examining activity within the User and User Talk

namespaces. Wikipedia’s guideline5 on these namespaces states:
“There is no fixed use for user pages, except that usually one’s

5http://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/WP:UPYES

Wp:CLuBhouSE? An ExpLoRAtion oF WikipEDiA’S gEnDER iMBALAnCE



23

Namespace Females Males

User & User Talk *** 25.2% 19.1%
Main & Talk *** 69.1% 74.5%

Other namespaces *** 1.88% 2.82%

Table 3: Comparisons ofWikipedia editing behavior across dif-

ferent namespaces. The figures are the percentage of editing be-

havior in each namespace, averaged across female or male edi-

tors. Differences were compared using a t-Test (*** p < 0.001).

Females Males

Menteeships (Jan. 2010 data)

Adopted users *** 0.54% (51/9511) 0.30% (200/67252)

Administrators (Jan. 2011 data)

Administrators *** 0.33% (50/15362) 0.59% (579/98486)
" ≥ 2,000 edits * 18.6% (49/263) 13.4% (575/4283)

Table 4: Comparisons of Wikipedia participation in mentoring

and administration. The figures are the percentage of each gen-

der to have participated. Proportions were compared using a

Chi-square test (*** p < 0.001, ** p < 0.01, * p < 0.05).

user page has something about oneself, and one’s talk page is used
for messaging.” Since pages in these namespaces are usually used
for self-expression and interpersonal communication, we interpret
editing activity within them to be indicative of social engagement.
We looked at users with at least ten edits (4,990 females and 43,850
males), computed the percentage of each user’s edits that are in
each namespace, and compared the male and female means. Ta-
ble 3 shows our findings for three groups of namespaces: 1) User
and User Talk, 2) Main and Talk, and 3) all other namespaces. We
see that on average, a female makes a significantly higher concen-
tration of her edits in the User and User Talk namespaces, mostly
at the cost of fewer edits in Main and Talk, which contain encyclo-
pedic content and discussions about the content, respectively.
Menteeships. Second, we looked at activity in one ofWikipedia’s

mentoring programs, Adopt-a-User6. Specifically, we looked at all
editors who obtained a mentor, referred to as an “adopter,” through
this program. We view participation in this program as a form of
social engagement because the mentoring process is inherently in-
terpersonal and social [22]: an adoptee chooses to seek personal-
ized help and advice from a more experienced peer instead of going
it alone. In the Adopt-a-User program, once an adoption relation-
ship has formed, the editor who has been adopted places an Adoptee
template on his or her User page. To identify program participants,
we scanned all User pages in the January 2010 data dump for ed-
itors with an Adoptee template on their User page at any point in
their history. Table 4 shows our results, which indicate that females
are significantly more likely than males to participate in this pro-
gram as mentees.
Administrators. Lastly, we looked at how often editors have be-

come Wikipedia administrators. Being an administrator provides a
user with additional capabilities such as protecting pages, hiding
revisions from public view, and blocking others from editing. Be-
sides their usual editing tasks, administrators have the additional
responsibility of being Wikipedia’s janitors and custodians7. Ad-
ministrators help clean up after vandals, resolve conflicts between
editors, and maintain order in the community. Since becoming an
administrator is a major form of civic duty in Wikipedia, we con-
sider it an indicator of increased community engagement.

6http://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/WP:ADOPT
7Wikipedia’s symbol for an administrator is a janitorial mop!

Returning to table 4, we see that overall, a greater proportion
of males than females become administrators. However, one ma-
jor factor in successfully becoming an administrator is having a
substantial edit count [5], and we know from our earlier results
that females are more likely to leave Wikipedia before accumulat-
ing many edits. If we restrict our analysis to users who have at
least 2,000 edits (all but five administrators have over 2,000 edits),
the tables are turned. Within this group of dedicated Wikipedians,
females are actually significantly more likely to become adminis-
trators than their male counterparts. We also performed the same
comparison using thresholds of 1,000 and 4,000 edits and obtained
the same qualitative result.

The data support all three hypotheses underRQ2: Gap-Matters.
In H2a Focus-Differences and H2b F-Coverage-Worse, we find
that the gender gap appears to have a detrimental effect on con-
tent coverage of topics with particular interest to females. Our re-
sults forH2c F-Social suggest that addressing the gender gap could
help Wikipedia better address its needs in social- and community-
oriented areas.

4.3 RQ3: Gender-Conflict

H3a F-Uncontentious: Females tend to avoid controversial or
contentious articles.

We address this hypothesis by looking at the edit protection sta-
tus of Main namespace articles that have a high concentration of
either female editors or male editors. An edit-protected article can-
not be edited by certain classes of users, depending on the level
of protection (typically new or anonymous editors). Wikipedia’s
protection policy8 states that articles that are subject to content dis-
putes, vandalism, or other forms of disruption are candidates for
protection. Therefore, protected articles tend to be ones that are
about controversial or contentious topics.

We found that 5.20% of the “female” articles described in sec-
tion 4.2 are protected, while just 2.39% of the “male” articles are
protected, χ2(1,N = 23989) = 129.1, p< 0.001. Thus, articles that
have a higher concentration of female editorship are actually more

likely to be contentious than those with more males.

H3b F-Reverted-More: Female editors are more likely to have
their early edits reverted.

Our analysis of reverts uses the January 2010 data dump, which
is the most recent dump that we had processed revert information
for9 We used the method described in Priedhorsky et al. in [21]
to detect reverts and to classify whether they are for damage re-
pair (specifically, we use the “D-Loose” classification, which is an
imperfect heuristic, but identifies many common vandalism repair
patterns). Because we were only interested in reverts of good-faith
attempts to improve the encyclopedia, we only considered reverts
in the Main namespace that were not for the purposes of repairing
damage or vandalism. To limit the effect of right truncation, we
also only considered reverts that occurred within one week of an
edit (this was the case for over 95% of the reverts in our data set).

Using this data, we took each user’s chronological sequence of
Main namespace edits, partitioned the edits into bins of increas-
ing size to represent different stages of editor tenure, and deter-
mined what percentage of edits in each bin were reverted for non-
vandalism reasons. Table 5 shows the results of this analysis aggre-

8http://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/WP:PROTECT
9This dump was generated with about five months of data missing
(http://blog.wikimedia.org/2010/05/29/). Because this issue only
affects a small subset of edits made by 2.7% of users in our analysis,
we do not believe it materially affects the reported results.
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Revert Rates During Editor Tenure

Edit #
Females Males

N Mean N Mean

1 6,305 6.99% *** 53,738 4.96%
2-3 4,989 6.04% *** 45,514 4.44%
4-7 3,798 4.69% ** 37,272 3.98%
8-15 2,871 3.47% 30,066 3.12%
16-31 2,080 2.56% 23,798 2.66%
32-63 1,490 2.33% 18,270 2.49%
64-127 1,039 1.97% 13,850 2.27%
128-255 749 2.29% 10,355 2.07%

Table 5: Average rate at which editors are reverted for non-

vandalism-related reasons, by gender and by stage of editor

tenure (the first row shows the reverted rates for users’ first ed-

its, the second row shows the rates for users’ second and third

edits, and so on). Averages were compared using a t-Test (***

p < 0.001, ** p < 0.01).

gated by gender. We see that in the first three bins, which consist
of users’ first seven edits, the average reverted edit percentage for
females is significantly higher than that for males. Therefore, fe-
males are indeed significantly more likely than males to have their
edits reverted during the early parts of their tenure.
Interestingly, beyond this initial handful of edits, we see little

statistical difference between females and males in how often they
are reverted. This suggests that females and males who manage to
reach a modest level of Wikipedia experience are on par with each
other with respect to community-perceived contribution quality.

H3c F-Reverted-Leave: Female editors are more likely to stop
editing and leave Wikipedia when being reverted as newcomers.

Now, we look at how editors react to being reverted. The survival
analysis in section 4.1 indicated that females appear to stop edit-
ing Wikipedia sooner than males. We investigate this phenomenon
more deeply here, looking at whether female newcomers are more
likely than their male counterparts to stop editing if reverted. To do
so, we developed a Cox regression model [8] to determine which
factors are associated with longer (or shorter) activity lifespan. The
variables in our model are limited to those that describe a user dur-
ing his or her first 24 hours of editing Wikipedia, and are summa-
rized below. VIF values for these variables are below 1.4.

• Gender is the editor’s gender, dummy-coded with females as 1
and males as 0.

• Edits24H is the number of edits made in the first 24 hours of
editing Wikipedia (log-transformed for normality).

• %RvVandal is the proportion of edits made in the first 24 hours
that were reverted for vandalism-related reasons.

• %RvNonVandal is the proportion of edits made in the first 24
hours that were reverted, but not for vandalism-related reasons.

• %RvNV × Gen is an interaction term between %RvNonVandal

and Gender, and is used to study the interaction effect between
gender and being reverted for non-vandalism reasons.

The results of the regression model are shown in table 6. The
model has limited predictive power, but nonetheless, we see that all
the variables except the interaction term have a significant associ-
ation with activity lifespan. Making more edits during one’s first
24 hours as a Wikipedia editor is associated with a longer activ-
ity lifespan, while having one’s early edits reverted for any reason,
vandalism-related or otherwise, is associated with a shorter lifes-
pan. Note that even after taking these factors into account, being
female still has a strong association with shorter activity lifespan.

Variable Coef. Hazard Ratio 95% CI

Gender (female) 0.248 1.281 *** 1.229-1.335
Edits24H -0.164 0.849 *** 0.838-0.861
%RvVandal 0.486 1.626 *** 1.498-1.766
%RvNonVandal 0.332 1.394 *** 1.314-1.478
%RvNV × Gen 0.0393 1.040 0.904-1.197

Adj. R2 = 0.043, p < 0.001

Table 6: Results of Cox proportional hazards regression model

predicting activity lifespan for editors who started editing dur-

ing 2009. Variables with hazard ratios above 1 are associated

with shorter activity lifespans, while those with ratios below 1

are associated with longer lifespans (*** p < 0.001).

However, contrary to our expectation, there is no interaction ef-
fect between gender and being reverted for non-vandalism reasons.
It appears that males and females are affected similarly when their
edits are not accepted by the Wikipedia community. This point de-
serves elucidation. Although early reverts appear to drive editors
away from Wikipedia, and although females are more likely to be
reverted early in their tenure, if a revert happens to a female, the
likelihood of her departure is not affected more than that of a male
in a similar situation. Therefore, the gender gap appears to be due
more to females being reverted disproportionately, rather than to
females reacting more strongly when they are reverted.

H3d F-Blocked-Less: Female editors are less likely to be blocked.

Our final hypothesis looks at blocks imposed by Wikipedia’s ad-
ministrators. We counted how many males and females have ever
been blocked and determined which of those blocks were desig-
nated as being for an indefinite length of time. Indefinite-length
blocks are typically reserved for cases of “significant disruption or
threats of disruption, or major breaches of policy”10, so we ex-
pected to see fewer females affected by such blocks.

We found that 4.39% of female users (673) and 4.52% of male
users (4,449) have been blocked at some point in their Wikipedia
tenures, which is not a significant difference, χ

2(1,N = 113848) =
0.545, p = 0.460. Looking only at users who were subject to an
indefinite-length block, we found a 3.85% rate for females (592),
and 3.32% for males (3,274), χ

2(1,N = 113848) = 11.2, p< 0.001.
So, while males and females appear to be blocked at similar rates,
females are significantly more likely to be blocked indefinitely.

Intrigued by this result, we performed a follow-up analysis look-
ing at another form of anti-social behavior on Wikipedia: vandal-
izing articles. Using an approach similar to the one depicted in
table 5, we looked at how often males and females have their ed-
its reverted specifically for vandalism-related reasons early in their
tenure. The results here are qualitatively consistent with the block
results presented above: females are significantly more likely to
be reverted for vandalizing Wikipedia’s articles (female and male
reverted-for-vandalism rate over each user’s first seven edits: 3.26%
and 2.11% respectively, t(60041) = 7.28, p < 0.001).

A limitation of the data available for testing this hypothesis is
that of users who are blocked or who are reverted for vandalism, the
proportion who have self-reported their gender is even smaller than
the baseline. It is possible that gender differences in self-reporting
rate or other phenomena among these troubled users are distort-
ing the results presented above. For example, perhaps some people
who participate in Wikipedia for anti-social purposes will inten-
tionally mis-report their gender to elicit a different reaction from
the community [4]. (We have no data available to test speculations
of this sort.) Taken at face value, the results are quite surprising

10http://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/WP:BLOCK
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Hypothesis Supported? Description

H1a Gap-Exists Yes Wikipedia has relatively few female editors, and they leave Wikipedia sooner than males

H1b Gap-Shrinking No The gender gap has not been shrinking over time

H2a Focus-Differences Yes Females and males focus on different broad content areas

H2b F-Coverage-Worse Yes Coverage of “female” topics is inferior to coverage of “male” topics

H2c F-Social Yes Females are more likely to participate in social- or community-oriented areas of Wikipedia

H3a F-Uncontentious Reversed Articles with high female editor concentrations are more contentious

H3b F-Reverted-More Yes Female newcomers are reverted more than males

H3c F-Reverted-Leave No Being reverted as newcomers has the same apparent effect on males and females

H3d F-Blocked-Less Reversed Females are more likely to be indefinitely blocked

Table 7: A summary of our hypotheses and findings.

given the substantial body of literature indicating that males are
more likely to act out or violate rules (e.g., [30, 11, 27]).
Our findings for RQ3: Gender-Conflict are mixed. We find that

female newcomers have a harder time getting good-faith contribu-
tions to be accepted by the community (H3b F-Reverted-More).
However, our findings for H3c F-Reverted-Leave indicate that the
effect of having an edit reverted is no worse for females than it is
for males. Unexpectedly, we find that female editors are more con-
centrated in areas with high controversy (H3a F-Uncontentious),
and are more likely than males to draw corrective actions from fel-
low editors (H3d F-Blocked-Less). In summary, the available data
indicate that female editors experience more adversity than male
editors in all the areas that we studied.

5. DISCUSSION
Table 7 shows a summary of our hypotheses, whether we found

support for each hypothesis, and a brief statement of our results.
One way of interpreting our results is in terms of Preece and Shnei-
derman’s Reader-to-Leader Framework for social media participa-
tion [20]. Preece and Shneiderman describe a process in which
users of a social media system move through four levels of partici-
pation: reader, contributor, collaborator, and leader. We systemati-
cally look at female participation in Wikipedia through the lens of
this framework.
Readers. Becoming a consumer of social media is a typical first

step toward active participation. Existing survey research yields
mixed findings about the share of females in Wikipedia’s reader-
ship [16, 35, 10]. The most accurate and unbiased of these appears
to be [35], which used random telephone dialing along with sta-
tistical correction techniques to account for non-response bias. It
indicates a female readership share of approximately 47%, which
suggests that Wikipedia is effective at drawing a relatively gender-
balanced population of readers. The present research does not con-
sider readership directly, but this figure will serve as a useful refer-
ence point.
Contributors. Perhaps the most challenging task for a social

media system is to convince a reader to start giving back to the com-
munity – that is, to turn readers into contributors, or in Wikipedia’s
case, editors. Our results for H1a Gap-Exists show that Wikipedia
is much less successful in “converting” female readers than male
readers, dropping from a 47% female share in readership to a 16%
share in editors, a figure that has shown little to no change for years
according to our results for H1b Gap-Shrinking.
Collaborators. When multiple contributors come together to

work toward a common goal, they become collaborators. In re-
searching H2c F-Social we found that females edit more in the
User and User Talk namespaces, indicating a potential interest in
collaboration. Our data do not contain metrics that directly de-
scribe collaboration activity, but a reasonable proxy is simply the
presence of sustained editing activity. Our survival analyses in

H1a Gap-Exists and H3b F-Reverted-More indicate that females
who become contributors stop editingWikipedia sooner than males.
Furthermore, bothH3b F-Reverted-More andH3d F-Blocked-Less

(reversed to F-Blocked-More!) suggest that females encounter more
adversity in Wikipedia. Together, these data suggest that while fe-
males appear interested in becoming collaborators, they have more
difficulty in making the transition for a variety of reasons.

Leaders. Effective collaborators who are passionate about their
work and who are interested in the system at a meta-level emerge
as community leaders. Preece and Shneiderman specifically exam-
ine Wikipedia administration as an exemplar of a leadership role in
online communities. In our analysis for H2c F-Social, we see that
females who reach a high level of participation are more likely than
their male counterparts to take on a leadership and administration
role. However, as we saw inH1a Gap-Exists only 6% of the editors
who have contributed more than 2,000 edits are female11. Some
Wikipedians have observed that an administrator shortage may be
looming as current administrators “retire,” but few new administra-
tors are emerging to fill their shoes12. Addressing the gender gap
in high-participation editors might be an opportunity to meet this
demand for more administrators.

Implications. Overall, our findings indicate that there is a sub-
stantial male-skewed gender imbalance in English Wikipedia edi-
tors that does not appear to be closing at any appreciable rate. This
is at odds with observed participation rates in other forms of on-
line social media that are gender-balanced or that are even female-
skewed [15, 19]. Furthermore, we find that the gender gap matters
to Wikipedia: there are gender-associated imbalances in coverage
quality, which impinges on Wikipedia’s goal of producing a high-
quality encyclopedia. Not only would addressing the gender gap
help resolve the quality disparity, it would also help increase di-
versity within Wikipedia’s collaborations, which prior research has
shown to improve group productivity and retention rates [6] as well
as decision-making quality [14].

The problem is subtle, and simple attempts at solution without
detailed understanding are likely to fail. Of our nine hypotheses,
all of which seemed plausible before we began the study, nearly
half were not supported by the data. How can it be that the gen-
der gap in Wikipedia is not closing, though overall Internet us-
age has become gender-balanced? Taken together, our results for
RQ3: Gender-Conflict hint at a culture that may be resistant to fe-
male participation. More research, including interviews, surveys,
and focus groups, is needed to determine the underlying causes of
the problems evidenced by our findings, and to determine what can
be done to improve the situation. We hope this research is a first
step toward addressing the gender imbalance – and the problems it
causes – in Wikipedia.

11Nearly all administrators have at least 2,000 edits.
12http://en.wikipedia.org/w/index.php?oldid=393297323
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1 Introduction

Wikipedia calls itself the ‘Free Encyclopedia’, which means that anyone who can
access the site, can edit it. This gives everyone the possibility to add information
to already existing subjects or to add a new subject. It is ranked among the
ten most popular websites, making it one of the largest online open-source,
community-driven projects of all time [Hill and Shaw, 2013].

Apart from the fact many people use Wikipedia, Wikipedia also forms the
foundation of many knowledge bases such as YAGO, DBpedia, Google’s Knowl-
edge Graph and IBM Watson, which is why it is important to know whether
Wikipedia is an unbiased knowledge bank.

When looking at Wikipedia, two gender gaps can clearly been seen. There
is a gender gap in person pages and a gender gap in users, both of which will
be explained in the following paragraphs.

Wikipedia pages can be classified into different types, one of which is person
pages, these are pages discussing non-fictional people. This includes a wide
variety of people, from politicians to ice skaters. When looking at these person
pages, a large gender gap can be detected: only 15% of Wikipedia’s person
pages are about women [Graells-Garrido et al., 2015].

Wikipedia is edited by its users, commonly referred to as editors or Wikipedi-
ans. Previous research has shown a gender disparity is also present within these
users: only 13-16% of the Wikipedia editors is female and they make up an even
smaller percentage of all edits: only 9% of all edits were made by a female user
[Lam et al., 2011, Antin et al., 2011]. When only looking at the bottom 75% of
editors by activity level, men and women make a similar number of revisions,
but when looking at the most active editors, the gender gap becomes even more
pronounced. This shows that of all female editors, only few are avid editors.

Jimmy Wales, the founder of Wikipedia, has previously said this gender gap
in users is a problem: “The main thing is to bring in people of all different back-
grounds. If you do that, you increase the knowledge base of the site, which can
only be a good thing. At the moment, we are relatively poor in a few areas; for
example, biographies of famous women through history and issues surrounding
early childcare”.1 Wales thus suggests homophily is present in this network,
which would mean women mostly edit pages about women. This also assumes
that if the number of female editors were to increase, so would the number of
female person pages.

While both the gender gap in the person pages and the gender gap in the
editor community have often been researched, no attempt has been made to
find the correlation between these two phenomena. The aim of this thesis is to
connect these two gender gaps and discover whether homophily is what causes
these two phenomena.

This leads to the question of how the affiliation network of editors and arti-
cles, and the gender of both, contributes to this gender gap.

To answer this question, several subquestions need to be answered first:

RQ1 How pronounced is the gender gap in users in the used dataset?

1http://www.independent.co.uk/life-style/gadgets-and-tech/news/wikipedia-seeks-
women-to-balance-its-geeky-editors-2333605.html
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• Analyse the amount of male and female users

• Analyse the amount of edits users make in their lifetime and how this
differs per gender

• Analyse how this editcount changes when only looking at the most
and least active users

RQ2 How pronounced is the gender gap in person pages in the used dataset?

• Analyse the amount of person pages per gender

• Analyse the amount of edits that are made on pages and how this
differs per gender

• Analyse what effect the birthyear of a person has on the gender gap
in person pages

RQ3 Is homophily present in the affiliation network of editors and articles?

• Analyse the potential preferences of both genders with regards to
editing pages related to a certain gender...
– when looking at the number of edits they make

– when looking at the time spent editing this page

– when only looking at people that have edited a page more than
a certain number of times

– when only looking at the most edited pages from Wikipedia

• Analyse the potential preferences of both genders with regards to
editing one page for a longer time (in depth) or edit several pages
once (in width)

Overview of thesis This thesis will start by giving more context about
Wikipedia and the different gender gaps that can be observed. After that,
the used data will be outlined. Furthermore, the analysis of this data will be
described in detail. The different results will be used to attempt to answer the
previously named subquestions. This thesis will then end by giving the final
results.

2 Related Work

Since the beginning of Wikipedia in 2001, a lot of research has been done
on Wikipedia, but the last few years, research is more often focused on the
gender gap that is (and always has been) present on Wikipedia. It is impor-
tant to note that most research - including this thesis - focuses on the English
Wikipedia. Previous research has concluded similar gender gaps can be seen
across at least six different languages [Wagner et al., 2015]. Most research fo-
cuses on the English Wikipedia because it is the largest version: 93% of all
readers read this version and 49% primarily read it. It also the most edited ver-
sion, with 76% of all contributors editing this version and 40% primarily editing
it [WikimediaFoundation, 2011b].

Studies on gender bias in Wikipedia can be divided into three groups: studies
about the readers of Wikipedia, studies that look at articles of “objects” with
a gender and studies concerning the editor community.

5

2.1 The readers

The Wikipedia community mostly consist of readers: the 2011 Readership Sur-
vey showed that the number of non-contributing readers on Wikipedia was
94%. These readers are often called free-riders, who only use information
and give nothing back, and are often depicted with a negative connotation
[Antin and Cheshire, 2010]. However, research has shown reading without mod-
ifying a text is also an indication of the value and reliability of an article.

Since the early days of the internet, females have been less frequent internet
users than males [Bimber, 2000]. Nowadays, females are using internet almost
as much as males are, but they are using it differently in comparison to their
male counterparts. Females show a strong preference for usage of the internet
to as a communication medium, while males are more likely to create content or
read information online [Poindexter et al., 2010]. This can also be observed on
Wikipedia, where 56% of the readers are male [WikimediaFoundation, 2011b].
It can thus be concluded that the gender gap in Wikipedia readers is almost
non-existent, or at least very small.

Apart from the amount of males and females, another difference in males
and females was found. While male students used Wikipedia more frequently
and had a more positive attitude towards it, female students displayed more
cautious attitudes, emotions, and behaviour: male students think higher of i.a.
the accuracy of the information, the correction of inaccurate information and
the writers knowledge [Lim and Kwon, 2010, Lim and Kwon, 2009] .

2.2 Person Pages

Wikipedia does not have any hard-and-fast rules, but they do have a policy and
guidelines regarding its principles and best-agreed practices [Wikipedia, 2016a].

All person pages on Wikipedia must meet the notability guidelines, which
state that: “People are presumed notable if they have received significant cov-
erage in multiple published secondary sources that are reliable, intellectually
independent of each other, and independent of the subject.” [Wikipedia, 2016b]

Many research papers on Wikipedia have already concluded there is a gender
gap in person pages on Wikipedia: of all person pages on Wikipedia, only 15%
are about women [Graells-Garrido et al., 2015].

This percentage increases when only looking at people who are born later,
which could be a clue that the gender gap is slowly becoming less present
[Klein, 2015]. But while part of this gender gap can be explained due to histor-
ical reasons and social contexts, these are not the only causes.

The lack of source material can be a possible cause of the gender gap in per-
son pages. Wikipedia is based on other research materials, so if these materials
have a bias, so does Wikipedia [Reagle and Rhue, 2011]. However, the bias in
this original research is not large enough to cause the gender gap on Wikipedia.

This gender gap does not only present in person pages, but in all pages.
Because of the way Wikipedia works, the content reflects the interest of the
users. Even Wikipedia co-founder Jimmy Wales has said that Wikipedia has
many articles on Linux that nobody proposes to delete, while many topics
about fashion get deletion notices from editors who think fashion is unimpor-
tant [Armstrong et al., 2013]. This is an example of topic-specific entry require-
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independent of each other, and independent of the subject.” [Wikipedia, 2016b]

Many research papers on Wikipedia have already concluded there is a gender
gap in person pages on Wikipedia: of all person pages on Wikipedia, only 15%
are about women [Graells-Garrido et al., 2015].

This percentage increases when only looking at people who are born later,
which could be a clue that the gender gap is slowly becoming less present
[Klein, 2015]. But while part of this gender gap can be explained due to histor-
ical reasons and social contexts, these are not the only causes.

The lack of source material can be a possible cause of the gender gap in per-
son pages. Wikipedia is based on other research materials, so if these materials
have a bias, so does Wikipedia [Reagle and Rhue, 2011]. However, the bias in
this original research is not large enough to cause the gender gap on Wikipedia.

This gender gap does not only present in person pages, but in all pages.
Because of the way Wikipedia works, the content reflects the interest of the
users. Even Wikipedia co-founder Jimmy Wales has said that Wikipedia has
many articles on Linux that nobody proposes to delete, while many topics
about fashion get deletion notices from editors who think fashion is unimpor-
tant [Armstrong et al., 2013]. This is an example of topic-specific entry require-
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ments, where a ‘feminine topic’ (a topic more women than men are interested
in) is more likely to be removed.

The difference between male and female person pages is not only present in
the amount of pages each gender has, but also the language used etc. Research
about this can be divided into different categories:

Notability Women on Wikipedia are on average more notable than men.
This is presumably due to gender-biased determination of value, mainly
that pages about non-famous women are more likely to be deleted than
non-famous men [Wagner et al., 2016]. This leads to an even larger gender
gap when looking at articles of people who are not very famous. An
example of this is that a page of a acclaimed female writer 2 might only
have a Wikipedia page of three paragraphs, while a character of a video
game3 has fifteen [Cohen, 2011].

This gender gap in notability is also shown by the fact that women are
14% less likely than men to have a page on Wikipedia if they are only
relevant for one language edition [Wagner et al., 2016]. This is important
since this group of people who are only relevant in one language edition
makes up 45% of men and 40% of women.

Lexical analysis Men are seen as the null gender, which means it is often
explicitly stated when one is female while this does not happen at pages
about men [Wagner et al., 2015]. An example of this is that the first
paragraph of a female page might contain words like ‘woman’, ‘female’ or
‘lady’. This shows that there is a clear difference in the content of pages
about males and females.

When looking at the most indicative words for each gender, it can be noted
that pages about women talk more often about family and relationships
than pages about men do [Wagner et al., 2015]. When looking at the
words that were most indicative of a specific gender, 23-32% of these are
family oriented at female pages, against only 0-4% in male pages. The
“spouse” attribute, which is shown in the infobox, is also more frequently
used for women [Wagner et al., 2016].

Network structure Differences between men and women are also present
in the network of Wikipedia persons. This network will be described in
Subsection 2.4.1

2.3 Editors

When looking at all users active on Wikipedia, only 9-16% of these users is
female [WikimediaFoundation, 2011a, Lam et al., 2011]. Many possible causes
for this gender gap have been suggested.

When looking at Wikipedia editors, a gender gap was to be expected, since
it was already stated in Section 2.1 that a small gender gap was present in
Wikipedia readers. The gender gap in editors is so large however, that the

2The page has been edited and elongated since: https://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Pat_

Barker
3https://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Niko_Bellic
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explicitly stated when one is female while this does not happen at pages
about men [Wagner et al., 2015]. An example of this is that the first
paragraph of a female page might contain words like ‘woman’, ‘female’ or
‘lady’. This shows that there is a clear difference in the content of pages
about males and females.

When looking at the most indicative words for each gender, it can be noted
that pages about women talk more often about family and relationships
than pages about men do [Wagner et al., 2015]. When looking at the
words that were most indicative of a specific gender, 23-32% of these are
family oriented at female pages, against only 0-4% in male pages. The
“spouse” attribute, which is shown in the infobox, is also more frequently
used for women [Wagner et al., 2016].

Network structure Differences between men and women are also present
in the network of Wikipedia persons. This network will be described in
Subsection 2.4.1

2.3 Editors

When looking at all users active on Wikipedia, only 9-16% of these users is
female [WikimediaFoundation, 2011a, Lam et al., 2011]. Many possible causes
for this gender gap have been suggested.

When looking at Wikipedia editors, a gender gap was to be expected, since
it was already stated in Section 2.1 that a small gender gap was present in
Wikipedia readers. The gender gap in editors is so large however, that the

2The page has been edited and elongated since: https://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Pat_

Barker
3https://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Niko_Bellic
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gap in readers seems an unlikely reason, since the gender gap in readers is less
pronounced than the gender gap on Wikipedia, suggesting multiple causes for
the gender disparity [Chiu et al., 2013].

Another possible explanation can be that women have less confidence in their
expertise or lower confidence in the value of their contribution. When looking
at a survey of contributors to Wikipedia, women are more 43% more likely to
claim they do not have enough knowledge or expertise and 22% more likely to
claim they do not have enough information [Collier and Bear, 2012]. When only
looking at people with similar number of years of education and partner, women
are still more likely to claim they have less expertise. This observation can also
be observed outside of Wikipedia: women are less inclined to have confidence
in their own work or expertise than men do [Blanch et al., 2008].

Apart from this, women are also more likely to respond they do not feel
comfortable editing other peoples work than men. They are 34% more likely to
leave Wikipedia as an editor because of this than men and 23% more likely to
give this as a reason for not being more active [Collier and Bear, 2012].

Internet spaces in general too often have a gender gap because the lack of
female perspective and role models, and off-putting language. While Wikipedia
has numerous good-faith norms and is aware of the need to welcome and support
women, they are still off-putting to many women [Reagle, 2013]. Recent discus-
sions on systemic gender bias on Wikipedia made it clear a number of women
were not comfortable contributing to this conversation on Wikipedia, since it
was not a friendly environment [Reagle, 2010]. It has even occurred that women
who often fill complaints against sexist users, are banned themselves, because
they reason that if you file a lot of complains, you yourself must be the problem
[Paling, 2015]. A possible reason for this named in this article is because the
people who decide who is banned are mostly white, formally educated males
from the global north who tend to side with men.

Wikipedia has made several attempts to close this gender gap. An example
is that the Wikipedia edit page has been made more visual and easier to use
for people who are new to Wikipedia. Coverage of Wikipedia’s gender gap has
shown many commentators denied this gap was a problem. They also said it
was a problem for women: it was their fault for not joining, their choice not to
contribute and mocked girly interests [Eckert and Steiner, 2013].

TheWikimedia Foundation, an initiative started and sponsored byWikipedia,
has workshops in an attempt to attract more females. These workshops explain
the gender gap and show females how to edit Wikipedia. Research has shown
new female users often started writing because they heard about the gender
gap and more often write about feminism or gender, while men started writing
because they felt empowered to do so or had knowledge to add and more often
write about their personal interests [Armstrong et al., 2013].

2.3.1 Edit history and discussion pages

Several authors have suggested the gender gap in editors could lead to a high
level of conflict in the editing and writing process within Wikipedia. The sur-
vey of contributors to Wikipedia showed females were 26% more likely to say
they left Wikipedia because they got into conflicts with other Wikipedians and
were 31% more likely to say they were not very active because of fear of be-

8

gEnDER BiAS on WikipEDiA – An AnALySiS oF thE AFFiLiAtion nEtWoRk



34

Figure 1: A graphic representation of the relations in the affiliation network

ing criticised [Collier and Bear, 2012]. This could also be a possible reason to
why females tend do work in topics in which the discussion pages have a more
positive tone [Laniado et al., 2012].

While the previous study suggest the behaviour of women plays a big part in
the gender gap, another study actually states the gender gap is because edits by
women are more likely to be reverted and not because women react differently
once their edits are reverted [Lam et al., 2011]. Both studies do agree on the
fact that women prefer to be active in the Wikipedia community and be social.
This same result is also found in other research, that suggests women send longer
messages (83 vs 71 with users and 85 vs 68 with administrators) and more often
include links to the Wikipedia policies (6.2% vs 2.5% with users and 12.4% vs
4.9% with administrators) [Laniado et al., 2012].

It is interesting to note that while research is often very positive about the
discussion pages, many individuals do not agree with this and 22% of women
have personally had unpleasant experiences [WikimediaFoundation, 2011a].

2.4 Affiliation network

An affiliation network is a network that represents the affiliation of people (on
the left) with their foci (on the right) [Easley and Kleinberg, 2010]. In Figure
1, a very simplified version of the affiliation network between users and pages
can be observed. Within this network, several relations can be observed, which
will be explained in the following sections.

2.4.1 Hyperlinks between pages

On Wikipedia, one person page may contain a hyperlink to another person
page, this is called a inter-article link. This often means there is a direct rela-
tion between these two people. There are no strict rules for adding hyperlinks
to pages, which results in some missing links, yet surprisingly few noisy links
[Adafre and de Rijke, 2005]. This makes Wikipedia a platform with a rich link
structure, ideal for constructing a network.

When constructing a network from these hyperlinks, it can be concluded
that the top-ranked women are slightly less central than men, but this central-
ity of women decreases faster than that of men [Wagner et al., 2016]. Pages
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about women also link more to pages about men, than pages about men link
to pages about women, which might be a reason why women are not as central
in this network as men [Wagner et al., 2015]. This hyperlink network changes
per language and while large parts of the network are similar, the most central
persons often differ, but the gender gap remains [Aragón et al., 2012].

2.4.2 User has edited page

Besides the hyperlinks, which exists between two pages, there is also a relation
between pages and their editors. These are the arrows that can be noticed in
Figure 1. Each of these arrows also has a weight, shown by the number on the
arrow. For example, editor A has edited page W k times. These arrows make
up the affiliation network.

As mentioned in the introduction (Section 1), the founder of Wikipedia
himself expects there to be homophily in this relationship between users and
pages. This means males tend to edit pages of male persons and female tend
to edit pages of female persons. If this were true, this would mean there is a
relationship between the gender gap in person pages and the gender gap in users.
So because women edit more about women, the shortage of women editors leads
to a shortage of pages about women.

No studies were found that consider the affiliation network of editors and
articles and the gender of both, which is why this thesis will focus on this
network.

2.4.3 Users have edited same page

Another interesting relationship is that between users who have edited the same
page. An example of this is user B and C in Figure 1, since they have both
edited page X.

When two nodes in a network have a neighbour node in common, the for-
mation of a new link between these two nodes is often called triadic closure
[Easley and Kleinberg, 2010]. In our network in Figure 1, this could be a for-
mation of a link between B and C, since they both edit page X. Triadic closure
is very natural since they are more likely to come in to contact with each other,
since they both edit the same page.

It could be that users that hold this relationship are similar, since they
edit similar pages thus might have similar interests. Females and males focus
on different broad content areas, which suggests some areas on Wikipedia will
show different gender gaps [Lam et al., 2011]. This supports the claim that
users that edit the same page might be similar and homophily is present in this
relationship.

When looking at discussion pages of subjects, not only gender homophily,
but also but emotional homophily has been found [Laniado et al., 2012]. Female
editors have a preference to communicate with other female editors: the number
of messages exchanged among women is much higher compared to males. Users
also send and receive messages to users that have a similar emotional style or
have similar average length of their comments.

Not a lot of research has been done on this relationship regarding gender,
which makes it an interesting topic for further research.
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2.4.4 Pages edited by same user

When pages are edited by the same user, it is expected that both these pages
are of interest of this user, which could mean they are related or similar pages.
When more users are editing the same two pages, the chance of them being of
similar interest increases. A link forming between these users is another example
of triadic closure.

This relationship is also notable for further research, since further research
on this subject has not been performed as far as we know.

2.5 Homophily

Homophily is known as the principle that we tend to be similar to our friends
or other people close to us [Easley and Kleinberg, 2010]. This relates not only
to gender, but also to social status, race etc.

Homophily is present in many networks: a study on social networks show
that men and women interact differently through social networks and that they
have differences in their friends [Volkovich et al., 2014]. Here, homophily is
more present in women than in men, since they accept more friend requests
from other females than men.

When looking at social networks, research also shows homophily is mostly
present when a person does not have many connections [Thelwall, 2009]. This
homophily than becomes less noticeable as the person gains more connections.
This could also be related to the fact that a smaller gender gap is seen when
looking at more famous Wikipedia pages.

On social networks, the affiliation network is a bipartite graph with two
types of nodes: users and groups the user is a part of. On Wikipedia, these
node types are users and edited pages.

Research on social networks has shown a power law in the group size distri-
bution, with many small groups and fewer large groups [Zheleva et al., 2009].
The same distribution is found in the activity of editors on Wikipedia and it is
expected to see the same with the person pages: some person pages are edited
very often and many are not [Antin et al., 2011].

3 Data

Several datasets were necessary to get all information, namely about the revision
history of Wikipedia, gender and editcount of users, and gender and birthyear
of people that have pages on Wikipedia.

Since research on this subject has been done before by several students of the
UvA (Houda Alberts, Paul Schrijver), I did not have to do any data-scraping
myself. Details about this data can be found in Section A.1. As can be seen
in Figure 2, five datasets were provided, which were then merged into two final
datasets. The merging of these datasets meant a lot of data had to be removed,
because no overlapping features could be found.
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2.4.4 Pages edited by same user

When pages are edited by the same user, it is expected that both these pages
are of interest of this user, which could mean they are related or similar pages.
When more users are editing the same two pages, the chance of them being of
similar interest increases. A link forming between these users is another example
of triadic closure.

This relationship is also notable for further research, since further research
on this subject has not been performed as far as we know.

2.5 Homophily

Homophily is known as the principle that we tend to be similar to our friends
or other people close to us [Easley and Kleinberg, 2010]. This relates not only
to gender, but also to social status, race etc.

Homophily is present in many networks: a study on social networks show
that men and women interact differently through social networks and that they
have differences in their friends [Volkovich et al., 2014]. Here, homophily is
more present in women than in men, since they accept more friend requests
from other females than men.

When looking at social networks, research also shows homophily is mostly
present when a person does not have many connections [Thelwall, 2009]. This
homophily than becomes less noticeable as the person gains more connections.
This could also be related to the fact that a smaller gender gap is seen when
looking at more famous Wikipedia pages.

On social networks, the affiliation network is a bipartite graph with two
types of nodes: users and groups the user is a part of. On Wikipedia, these
node types are users and edited pages.

Research on social networks has shown a power law in the group size distri-
bution, with many small groups and fewer large groups [Zheleva et al., 2009].
The same distribution is found in the activity of editors on Wikipedia and it is
expected to see the same with the person pages: some person pages are edited
very often and many are not [Antin et al., 2011].

3 Data

Several datasets were necessary to get all information, namely about the revision
history of Wikipedia, gender and editcount of users, and gender and birthyear
of people that have pages on Wikipedia.

Since research on this subject has been done before by several students of the
UvA (Houda Alberts, Paul Schrijver), I did not have to do any data-scraping
myself. Details about this data can be found in Section A.1. As can be seen
in Figure 2, five datasets were provided, which were then merged into two final
datasets. The merging of these datasets meant a lot of data had to be removed,
because no overlapping features could be found.
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How Kate Middleton’s Wedding Gown Demonstrates Wikipedia’s

Woman Problem

By Torie Bosch

Debate over the importance of

Kate Middleton's wedding gown

demonstrates one reason for

Wikipedia's gender gap. 
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According to Wikipedia’s 2011 Editor Survey, just 9 percent of Wiki editors are women. While the gender gap is

better than it was—in the early ‘00s, it was more like 3 percent—and the proportion of new editors who are

women is rising, the site remains a boys’ club.

During yesterday’s opening session of Wikimania—the annual Wikimedia confab, held this year in Washington,

D.C.—co-founder Jimmy Wales took a question from the audience about the persistent gender gap. One

contributing factor, he said, was topic bias. A pillar of Wikipedia is that a subject must meet a level of import to

warrant an article. But the community’s geek-colored glasses mean that they may overestimate the value of

some articles and underestimate that of others. For instance, he noted, “We have over 100 articles on different

Linux distributions, some of them quite obscure … and [they have] virtually no impact on the broader culture,

but we think that’s perfectly fine.” The same editors who deem those Linux articles important might dismiss

articles on makeup, say, as “some fluffy girl topic”—despite significant cultural impact.

Advertisement 

Wales gave the example of Kate Middleton’s wedding gown. The day of the royal wedding, a Wikipedia article
about the dress was flagged for deletion. This prompted an energetic debate, as you can see on the dress’s
“article for deletion” page. “ ‘Wedding dress of...’ as an article in an encyclopaedia? Exactly the sort of thing that

made me all but quit as an active user on this project,” one user complained. “This is frankly trivial, and surely
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isn't notable enough to be on wikipedia,” argued another. It wasn’t only men who wanted the article nixed. On

the article’s Talk page (where editors debate changes), a female user wrote: “LOL, my thoughts exactly. Will

there be an article on her shoes, too?”

Several male users came out in support of the Middleton dress article—including Wales. The day after the

wedding, Wales weighed in, contending that they should keep the article because of the dress’ presumable

long-term effect on fashion. (In his comments, he drew the same parallel to Linux distributions. He likes that
comparison a lot.) Furthermore, he said, they should have items on other famous dresses as well.

Torie Bosch is the editor of Future Tense, a project of Slate, New America, and Arizona State that looks at the implications of
new tech nologies. 

One guy advocating deletion made a provocative point: “I really see this idea that keeping this article does

something to remedy the gender imbalance here to be facile at best and insulting at worst.” But even if

including the Middleton article is a “facile” way to remedy the gender gap, there are other examples of male

bias creeping in. Wikimedia Foundation community fellow Sarah Stierch told me that a few months ago, she

organized an “edit-a-thon” at which women—some Wiki veterans, some newbies—used Smithsonian records

to create new articles on under-recognized female historical figures. Two of the fruits of their labor were rapidly

nominated for deletion—and after the decision was made to leave them both intact, one was nominated again.

The figure in question: Helen M. Duncan, a paleontologist and geologist who worked in the mid-20  century.

 Stierch rallied the troops, and the article remains available. After all, as she points out, if you’re notable enough

to be in the Smithsonian archives, chances are you’re notable enough for Wikipedia. (Even Gawker approved of

Stierch’s actions.)

But just getting women to sign up as editors isn’t enough. On average, female editors make fewer changes to

articles than male editors. And while women enjoy in-person edit-a-thons like the one at the Smithsonian,

Stierch says that afterward, they frequently don’t continue to be active online. In an attempt to replicate the

success of a more social atmosphere, Stierch has been working on a project called the Teahouse, which is

meant to be a collegial, encouraging space for new editors. Along those same lines, Wikia, a for-profit

community-edited site also co-founded by Wales, has found that friendlier “message walls,” instead of sparse

“user talk pages,” are more popular among women. The move to a visual editor on Wikipedia may help, too.

And Wikipedia is now working with the Ada Initiative, a project to encourage women in the open-source

community—Ada co-founder Mary Gardiner gave the Wikimania keynote before Wales’ Q&A started.

I’ve never been a Wikipedia editor. The community struck me as uninviting, legalistic. But now I’m

reconsidering.

Future Tense is a partnership of Slate, New America, and Arizona State University.

TORIE BOSCH

th

FOLLOW SLATE

We need independent voices more than ever. Help support Slate.

http://www.slate.com/blogs/future_tense/2012/07/13/kate_
middleton_s_wedding_gown_and_wikipedia_s_gender_gap_.html



39

«  Femelle de l’homme  » : la définition de la femme dans l’encyclopédie de

Diderot et d’Alembert peut faire sourire. Mais attention à ne pas se moquer trop

vite de nos ancêtres  : le sexisme ordinaire de Wikipédia, notre encyclopédie du

XXIe siècle, existe aussi. Même s’il se fait plus discret.

Il y a deux ans, une sombre histoire de sous-catégorie dans l’édition américaine

avait fait polémique jusqu’en Europe. Les femmes de lettres avaient été retirées

de la catégorie principale «  Ecrivains américains  » pour être placées

dans « Femmes écrivains américains  ». « Les internautes ne s’en rendaient pas

compte, évidemment  », soupire Mikaela Assolent, alias Idrere, contributrice

pour les éditions française et anglaise depuis un an. Surtout, bien d’autres

éditions et sections de Wikipédia étaient concernées par ce même sexisme de la

catégorie.

90% de wikipédiens masculins

Contre le sexisme sur Wikipédia, le combat discret de
quelques engagées

NEUTRE

Le profil-type du contributeur de Wikipédia ? Blanc, 30 ans, et... masculin. Rue89 a

demandé à des contributrices comment elles luttaient contre le sexisme ordinaire

dans certains articles de l’encyclopédie en ligne.

Par Alice Maruani Rue89.
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Amélie Tsaag Valren, reconnue pour avoir labellisé (voir encadré en fin d’article)

le plus grand nombre d’articles « bons » et « de qualité » au niveau mondial,

tempère :

« C’est quelque chose d’inconscient, les contributeurs ne pensent pas à mal

mais ils ne font pas attention. »

Une des causes de ce sexisme, au XVIIIe siècle comme aujourd’hui  : les femmes

ne participent (presque) pas à la production collective du savoir. Les

contributrices de Wikipédia sont une denrée rare  : sur dix wikipédiens, il n’y en a

qu’une.

En plus, ces 90% de contributeurs masculins sont désespérément homogènes. Le

profil-type de huit wikipédiens sur dix ? D’après Nathalie Martin, responsable

projets pour Wikimédia France :

«  Un homme blanc de moins de 30 ans, fortement diplômé, célibataire. »

L’association Wikimédia, qui a pour but de promouvoir les projets de Wikipédia,

dit avoir «  conscience du problème  ». Elle a même commandé une étude pour

connaître précisément les profils des contributeurs. Et tente déjà d’y remédier à

coup de mobilisations IRL (« In Real Life », dans la vraie vie), en variant les

Capture d’écran du portail « Femmes » de Wikipédia  Wikipédia
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thèmes – un projet sur la photo ici, un projet gastronomie là – en «  espérant

attirer d’autres profils, notamment des femmes  ».

Des projets centrés uniquement sur les femmes existent aussi. Il y a deux

semaines, vingt femmes scientifiques ont été conviées à la Cité des sciences pour

créer des pages de femmes de sciences célèbres, qui manquaient cruellement au

Wikipédia français. C’est la deuxième année et la quatrième édition de cet

« éditathon », qui connaît son équivalent dans l’art depuis un an avec

l’association Art + Feminism. Ou bien dans les lettres, avec la bibliothèque de

Lyon qui se propose de valoriser jusqu’au 16 janvier les auteures dont les œuvres

vont tomber dans le domaine public.

La neutralité en péril

Le pourquoi de ce déséquilibre fait débat  : les femmes, moins à l’aise en

informatique, se sentiraient moins «  légitimes à participer à la production

culturelle  », d’après la sociologue Hélène Bourdeloie [PDF], qui a travaillé sur

l’appropriation des dispositifs d’écriture numérique en fonction du genre. Cette

dernière avance aussi le manque de temps libre chez les femmes mariées ou qui

ont des enfants – eh oui, en 2015 encore, nous rappelle l’Insee.

Cependant, les pratiques de certains wikipédiens ne sont pas en reste. Le

«  Wikilove  » promu par les contributeurs est mis à mal par certains éléments

nocifs, ce qui décourage les nouveaux venus et favorise la reproduction du

groupe initial – faisant du site collaboratif une sorte de « chasse gardée ». Et,

comme partout sur Internet, sur Wikipédia, les trolls gagnent souvent.

Ce qui est sûr, c’est que ce déséquilibre met en péril la neutralité de Wikipédia,

règle d’or de l’encyclopédie collaborative.

On a demandé à des contributrices comment elles y remédiaient, corrections par

corrections, et avec prudence (la possibilité de se faire bloquer ou de bloquer la

page n’est jamais loin).

On a compris une chose, résumée par la contributrice Matou91  : sur

Wikipédia, changer le moindre mot peut en provoquer des milliers en page de

discussion et surtout, « la neutralité se loge dans les détails  ».

Varier les contenus et contribuer selon ses goûts
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Vous vous en doutez, cette surreprésentation masculine écrasante influe sur le

type de contenus. Nathalie Martin, de Wikimédia France, explique :  

«  On voit qu’il n’y a pas assez d’articles et qu’ils sont trop peu détaillés sur les

femmes et sur l’hémisphère Sud, par exemple. »

Tous les contributeurs, influencés par leur histoire, leur position géographique,

bref, leur idiosyncrasie, apportent leur pierre à l’édifice. C’est ce qui fait la beauté

du projet. Mais si tous les wikipédiens sont les mêmes ou presque, le contenu est

biaisé. Pour le dire vite, Wikipédia pue la testostérone. Flora Katz, organisatrice

des éditathons de Art + Feminism en France s’en amuse :

«  Les pages sur le foot et le cyclisme sont immenses, beaucoup trop détaillées

à l’échelle du savoir humain. »

Contributrice depuis cinq ans, Matou91 renchérit :

« Comme la majorité des contributeurs sont des geeks branchés logiciel libre,

les pages sur Linux sont hyper détaillées. Si c’étaient des femmes de 60 ans,

Wikipédia aurait une autre allure. »

Alors certes, les contributrices contactées ne s’intéressent pas toutes à la mode,

au cycle menstruel et à « Sex And The City » – sections et pages qui manquent

cruellement de précision –, et heureusement. Mais certaines ont contribué à

faire avancer le schmilblick, quitte à se retrouver parfois au cœur de la

polémique.

La jeune femme a travaillé sur des sujets qui touchent au féminisme et aux

études de genre, notamment les violences conjugales, à fort potentiel

polémique. Honnête, elle affiche son féminisme sur sa page de contributrice,

« comme ça les gens savent d’où je parle, peuvent contrôler ma neutralité ».

« J’ai d’abord commencé par corriger des fautes, puis avec des sujet anodins,

comme les légumes ou les plantes. J’ai appris les règles, je me suis fait des

amis avec lesquels je travaillais, notamment des hommes, qui peuvent me

prêter main forte en cas de conflit. »

Car des conflits, il y en a souvent. Elle explique :
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« Dans l’édition, c’est moins un problème de genre qu’un problème d’opinions

politiques. D’autant qu’on ne sait pas toujours qui est un homme et qui est

une femme. Ce qui est sûr, c’est que sur Wikipédia, j’ai été plus souvent

confrontée à des antiféministes qu’à des féministes. »

Mais, prudente, elle insiste pendant l’interview  : elle s’efforce toujours d’être

« neutre » :

« Si je voulais faire du militantisme féministe, j’ouvrirais un blog. »

Sur Wikipédia, vous pouvez être rapidement soupçonné d’avoir un «  agenda  »,

et ostracisé, voire bloqué.

Mikaela Assolent, dite Idrere, médiatrice dans l’art contemporain à Metz et co-

organisatrice d’événements Art + Feminism, a contribué à créer des pages

d’artistes américaines, en traduisant notamment la version anglaise de

Wikipédia :

« J’essaye de mettre moins en avant le genre, de ne pas parler dès la

présentation de la vie privée de l’artiste mais de ses œuvres, comme quand on

parle d’un artiste masculin. »

Une étude allemande a montré que les articles de Wikipédia portant sur des

femmes parlaient plus souvent et plus rapidement de leur vie privée (du type

« femme de ») et insistait plus sur leurs caractéristiques physiques et de genre.

Les contributrices s’efforcent aussi de créer des liens internes vers les pages de

personnalités féminines pour faire augmenter leur influence et leur

référencement [PDF], en berne. 

Quant à Amélie Tsaag Valren, elle a contribué « de près ou de loin » à l’ensemble

de la section « monde équestre », qui est « probablement la seule à comporter

plus de contributrices que de contributeurs », s’amuse-t-elle.

Féminiser la langue française
 

Notre belle langue de Molière est souvent accusée de véhiculer un sexisme

séculaire. Du coup, les wikipédiennes «  font gaffe  », et trouvent des subterfuges.

Tsaag Valren raconte :    
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« Sur la page  “bien-être du cheval”, j’ai utilisé le mot “humains” plutôt

qu’“hommes”, je trouve que c’est plus neutre. »

«  Je pousse pour féminiser les professions, mettre un “e” à la fin de auteure,

d’écrivaine, de professeure ou bien d’avocate », explique Matou91. Toujours avec

diplomatie :

« Je rentre dans une discussion avec les autres wikipédiens, et quand ça ne

passe pas, je n’insiste pas. »

Car pour changer une page sur un point qui porte à débat – la féminisation des

professions en fait partie –, il s’agit de trouver un consensus dans les pages

«  discussions  » de Wikipédia, les coulisses publiques en quelque sorte, en

s’appuyant sur des sources secondaires fiables. Qui sont souvent contradictoires.

Idrere :

« Sur la féminisation, l’Académie française est assez conservatrice. Les

contributeurs vont se référer à ses règles plutôt qu’au langage usuel, celui des

articles de presse par exemple. »

Il n’y a pas de consensus sur la féminisation des noms, alors ça varie en fonction

des pages  : dans la page sur la féminisation des professions en français, on parle

de la «  philosophe et écrivaine Monique Wittig  », alors qu’Isabelle Alonso est

décrite comme « un écrivain féministe ». Pour ne pas trancher, Wikipédia parle

volontier d’« hommes de lettres » et de « femmes de lettres ».

Evacuer la transphobie
 

Les personnalités transgenres sont un cas d’école du problème, crucial pour

Wikipédia, de la définition de ce qui est neutre.

A partir de quand appelle-t-on une femme transgenre « elle », et un homme

transgenre « il » ? Pour les féministes et les chercheurs en études de genre, c’est

simple : à partir du moment où quelqu’un se définit homme ou femme, il faut le

nommer comme tel. Le contraire véhicule la transphobie – on se souvient du

robot Twitter corrigeant les tweets qui continuaient à donner du « il » à Caitlyn

Jenner.
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Or, pour Wikipédia, les sources primaires (les autobiographies par exemple) ne

sont pas fiables. Mikaela Assolent décrypte :

« Wikipédia a des règles. Et n’est pas supposé refléter le monde tel qui devrait

être mais tel qu’il est. Le problème, c’est que ces règles véhiculent des idées

transphobes. »

Elle-même a fait l’expérience des incohérences de l’encyclopédie  :

« J’avais changé le pronom du “elle” au “il” dans la page du sculpteur Anton

Prinner. Comme il n’est pas très connu, ça n’avait pas posé de problème. Par

contre, pour Paul Preciado, qui est un philosophe plus exposé, il y a eu un vrai

blocage. »

Dans Wikipédia , le « blocage » signifie qu’après des semaines de débats, aucun

consensus valable n’a été trouvé, avec des résultats parfois burlesques. Paul B.

Preciado, né Béatriz, a demandé à être appelé au masculin en janvier 2015. Et si

sa page s’intitule bien « Paul B. Preciado », elle reste aujourd’hui encore

entièrement rédigée au féminin. 

«  J’ai vu s’étaler beaucoup de mauvaise foi et de transphobie dans la page de

discussion. Ça me pousse à vouloir contribuer encore plus », dit Idrere.

Changer les sections sexistes
 

Les titres et sections à l’intérieur des articles font aussi l’objet de sanglantes

batailles d’édition. La prise de guerre de Matou91  ? La page de Bertrand Cantat :  

« Quand vous rentrez dans la fiche d’une personnalité polémique, vous

rentrez dans l’œil du cyclone. »

L’objet du délit  : la section sur le meurtre de sa compagne Marie Trintignant et la

condamnation de Cantat s’intitulait « vie sentimentale funeste ». Elle a proposé

de la renommer, et la section est devenue « vie privée dramatique ».

Aujourd’hui, au bout de plusieurs jours de débats, le suicide de Krisztina Rády,

ex-femme de Cantat, et l’homicide de Marie Trintignant sont évoqués dans des

sections séparées :
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« J’ai demandé à d’autres contributeurs de me prêter main-forte. Le

contributeur qui avait rédigé la page disait qu’il fallait se focaliser sur sa vie

artistique.

Pendant des mois, ça n’avait choqué personne. Ça tient à la personnalité et au

charisme de Cantat. C’est pour ça qu’il est important qu’il y ait du monde sur

les pages et que ce soit divers. »

D’autant plus que Wikipédia est le sixième site le plus visité en France. Pour Flora

Katz d’Art + Feminism, « on ne peut pas laisser ce beau projet se faire sans

nous ».

Page de discussion ou PDD : les coulisses de Wikipédia. C'est la page

qui figure sous l'onglet « discussion » associé à n'importe quel article de

Wikipédia. Normalement, avant de faire une modification (sauf

modification mineure de type faute d'orthographe), il faut la proposer en

argumentant ;

Wikilove : code de bonne conduite édité dans Wikipédia, dont le

slogan est « Aimons-nous les uns les autres, ne nous battons pas les uns

contre les autres » et qui sert à éviter ou à résoudre les conflits entre

contributeurs ;

articles labellisés : les articles labellisés « bons » ou « très bons » dans

Wikipédia répondent à des critères de forme et de fond. La labellisation

fait l'objet d'une procédure précise : un contributeur le propose au vote

de la communauté, et un bandeau est affiché sur l'article pendant deux

semaines. Pour que l'article soit labellisé, il faut qu'il y ait plus de cinq

votes et 66% de votes pour ;

se faire bloquer : c'est la punition (décrite comme humiliante) qui

guette les utilisateurs de Wikipédia. Un administrateur, qui compte plus

de trois mois d'inscription et 500 contributions, a le pouvoir de bloquer

pour un temps défini voire de bannir une adresse IP. Il peut s'agir de

simple vandalisme répété ou non, ou bien d'un non respect des règles de

Wikipédia (neutralité, recherche du consensus, etc). Le blocage doit

normalement être précédé d'un avertissement et d'une discussion par

messages privés avec l'utilisateur concerné. Comme sur un casier

judiciaire, le blocage est inscrit sur la page de l'utilisateur ;

  

FEMMES . INTERNET . QUESTIONS DE GENRE . RUE89 CULTURE .

SEXISME . WIKIPÉDIA

portail : les portails permettent de se repérer plus facilement dans

Wikipédia grâce à des regroupements thématiques (comme « Femmes »,

« Monde équestre », « Art contemporain »). De nombreux portails sont

gérés par un projet qui en assure la maintenance. Généralement,

plusieurs contributeurs réguliers se mettent d'accord pour travailler sur

ce projet, qui liste les pages faites, celles à faire, à améliorer, etc. En

français, il existe plus de 1 600 portails.

PARTAGER CET ARTICLE

TAGS

Video Smart Player invented by Digiteka

ALLER PLUS LOIN

Sur le web : Vocodeur, autotune : pourquoi les chanteurs ontils une voix de robot ?





vidéo en cours

Des automates du XVIe
siècle exposés à la gale

Zapping TV : Leonard C
"une légende de la...
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normalement être précédé d'un avertissement et d'une discussion par

messages privés avec l'utilisateur concerné. Comme sur un casier

judiciaire, le blocage est inscrit sur la page de l'utilisateur ;
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Wikipédia parle autant des femmes et des

hommes, mais pas de la même manière

Mis à jour le 05/02/2015 à 16:17

D'après une étude allemande, l'encyclopédie en ligne est en partie sexiste dans

son traitement des femmes et des hommes. Elle fait pourtant de nombreux

efforts pour apporter plus de diversité à son contenu et ses contributeurs.
Wikipédia est-il un monde d'hommes? La chercheuse

(http://arxiv.org/pdf/1501.06307.pdf)Claudia Wagner

(http://arxiv.org/pdf/1501.06307.pdf) s'est posé la question dans une étude réalisée

en collaboration avec l'université Koblenz-Landau et l'ETH Zurick, et relayée par le blog

officiel du MIT (http://www.technologyreview.com/view/534616/computational-

linguistics-reveals-how-wikipedia-articles-are-biased-against-women/?

utm_campaign=socialsync&utm_medium=social-post&utm_source=twitter). Son but:

vérifier si l'encyclopédie en ligne traite de la même manière les femmes et les hommes

répertoriés sur le site. L'équipe de chercheurs a analysé des milliers d'articles traitant

d'un large répertoire de personnalités, hommes et femmes, sur six versions différentes

de Wikipédia: en russe, en anglais, en allemand, en espagnol, en italien et en français.

Des contributeurs de Wikipedia en Finlande. (source: Flickr/CC/Wikimedia Finland)
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Un biais lexical
D'après leurs conclusions, l'encyclopédie en ligne n'emploie pas les mêmes mots pour

parler des hommes et des femmes. Dans les articles traitant d'une personnalité

féminine, le vocabulaire utilisé a tendance à tourner autour de la famille, des relations

amoureuses ou du genre. On retrouve plus souvent les mots «mariage», «divorce»,

«enfants» ou «famille» dans une fiche à propos d'une femme qu'à propos d'un homme.

De la même manière, les mots associés au genre sont plus utilisés pour décrire une

femme, sa carrière et son histoire («femmes», «féminine» ou «dame») que pour un

homme («homme», «masculin» ou «gentleman»).

Néanmoins, l'étude reconnaît aussi des vertus à Wikipédia. Les articles portant sur les

femmes sont en moyenne plus longs que les articles sur les hommes. Mieux,

l'encyclopédie contient plus de fiches concernant les personnalités féminines

étudiées par les chercheurs que pour les personnalités masculines. «Nous avons

Le biais lexical de Wikipedia
Dans sa version francophone, 27% des 150 mots les plus employés dans
les articles sur les femmes ont rapport avec le genre, la famille ou les
relations amoureuses. Cette proportion est de moins de 4% pour un
homme.

Autre
72.60

Relations
amoureuses

Famille

Genre
11.30

10.40

5.70

Source: Leigniz Institute for the Social Sciences avec Datawrapper
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Un biais lexical
D'après leurs conclusions, l'encyclopédie en ligne n'emploie pas les mêmes mots pour
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observé que les femmes ne sont pas, contrairement à notre première hypothèse, sous-

représentées sur Wikipédia», conclut Claudia Wagner. «Au contraire, elles y sont

légèrement sur-représentées.» Par ailleurs, les articles mis en avant sur la page

d'accueil de Wikipédia sont représentatifs de la diversité du site et ne favorisent pas le

genre masculin.

Wikipédia en quête de diversité
Cette étude intervient dans un contexte houleux pour Wikipédia. L'encyclopédie

souffre d'un manque de diversité de ses contributeurs.

(http://www.lefigaro.fr/medias/2014/07/27/20004-20140727ARTFIG00102-wikipedia-

en-pleine-crise-d-adolescence.php) D'après la fondation Wikimédia, qui gère le site,

près de 90% des éditeurs de Wikipédia sont des hommes.

(http://blog.wikimedia.org/2012/04/27/nine-out-of-ten-wikipedians-continue-to-be-

men/) Ce sont justement ces mauvais chiffres qui ont poussé Claudia Wagner à

réaliser cette étude. «La diversité limitée de la communauté de Wikipédia a le potentiel

d'imposer un biais de genre dans son contenu», estime la chercheuse.

De son côté, la fondation Wikimédia tente de remédier à ce déséquilibre dans ses

contributeurs, car elle estime qu'une plus grande richesse des profils au sein de sa

communauté ne peut qu'améliorer le contenu de ses pages. Elle se fixe notamment

pour objectif d'élever la proportion de femmes parmi ses éditeurs à 25% avant la fin de

l'année. Au mois de janvier, Wikipédia s'est retrouvé sous le feu des critiques pour

avoir interdit à certaines contributrices d'intervenir sur l'article portant sur le

«Gamergate», une affaire opposant pro et anti-féministes. «Notre mouvement veut

donner une voix à toutes les personnes sous-représentées dans les encyclopédies

traditionnelles», s'était alors défendu Wikimédia dans un post de blog.

(http://blog.wikimedia.org/2015/01/27/civility-wikipedia-gamergate/)«Cela comprend

les femmes, les personnes de couleur, les immigrants ou les membres de la

communauté LGBT. Ces contributeurs sont essentiels à notre communauté et nos

partenaires dans notre mission.»

Lucie Ronfaut
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Biographical Social Networks on Wikipedia

A cross-cultural study of links that made history

Pablo Aragon Andreas Kaltenbrunner
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{name.surname}@barcelonamedia.org

ABSTRACT
It is arguable whether history is made by great men and
women or vice versa, but undoubtably social connections
shape history. Analysing Wikipedia, a global collective
memory place, we aim to understand how social links are
recorded across cultures. Starting with the set of biogra-
phies in the English Wikipedia we focus on the networks of
links between these biographical articles on the 15 largest
language Wikipedias. We detect the most central charac-
ters in these networks and point out culture-related pecu-
liarities. Furthermore, we reveal remarkable similarities be-
tween distinct groups of language Wikipedias and highlight
the shared knowledge about connections between persons
across cultures.

Categories and Subject Descriptors
J.4 [Computer Applications]: Social and Behavioural
Sciences—Sociology ; G.2.2 [Mathematics of Computing]:
Graph Theory—Network problems

Keywords
Wikipedia, social network analysis, cross language studies

1. INTRODUCTION
Social network analysis, one of the most studied subjects

in the last decade, has been applied in very different contexts
ranging from online social networks [11], over networks of
fictitious comic characters [1] to animal social networks [5].
Here we present a study about connections of a different
form. We use neither self-reported nor observed relations
nor interactions inferred from activity logs. We focus on the
links between notable humans as they are recorded in col-
lective memory. To extract these connections and build the
corresponding networks we use different language versions of
Wikipedia, which can be seen as global memory place [12].

We exploit direct links between biographic articles as ev-
idence of relations between the corresponding persons, and

.

build biographical social networks for the 15 largest language
versions of Wikipedia. We investigate these networks sepa-
rately and analyse their similarity. We furthermore extract
the most important persons according to several centrality
metrics in these networks. This allows us to analyse and
compare the different language communities over their per-
ception and reporting of connections between notable per-
sons. The visualisation of the shared links present in most
of the different language networks highlights the connections
commonly known across language and culture barriers.

2. RELATED WORK
Social networks analysis on Wikipedia has mainly

exploited editor interactions, either via generating co-
authorship networks [8] or analysing social interactions on
article and user talk-pages [9]. Additionally, co-authorship
has been used to create networks of similar articles [4].

The link structure of Wikipedia articles has been studied
extensively: common features have been found in the net-
work topology of several language versions of Wikipedia [14],
and rankings of the most central entries in the English Wi-
kipedia have been presented [3]. The idea of restricting the
network to articles representing entities of a given type has
been followed in [2], introducing a framework for visualising
links between philosophers in the English Wikipedia.

Different language versions of Wikipedia have been com-
pared to study cultural differences among their communi-
ties [13]. While this has been done mostly by analysing the
behaviour of the editors, here we propose to study differences
and similarities as they emerge from the link structure of the
artifacts created by different communities.

3. DATA EXTRACTION
To obtain a list of articles about persons on the English

Wikipedia, we relied on a dataset from DBpedia1. The
dataset contains links to 296 511 existing English articles,
which we parsed to identify the names of the corresponding
articles in the other 14 language versions of Wikipedia with
the largest number of articles at the moment we extracted
the data (September 8 to 13, 2011).

For each language version we generated a directed network
where nodes represent persons with a biographical Wikipe-
dia article and a node i links to node j if the article of the
person i is linking to the article about person j.

As many Wikipedia articles have alternative names which
redirect to the same article, we had to track these redirects

1
http://downloads.dbpedia.org/3.7/en/persondata_en.nt.bz2
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Persons with most redirects:
Muammar al−Gaddafi 251

Osama bin Laden 117
Barack Obama 114

Jesus 109
Elizabeth II 101

Eminem 96
Joseph Stalin 88

Omar al−Bashir 87
Genghis Khan 84

Pyotr Ilyich Tchaikovsky 84
Athelred the Unready 83

George W. Bush 80
Mary (mother of Jesus) 80

Figure 1: Distribution of the number of redirects
per biographical article for the English Wikipedia.

for every person and every language with a script provided
by the Wikimedia Toolserver.2 The number of redirects per
page follows a heavy tailed distribution as can be observed
in Figure 1. The table embedded in the figure lists the 13
persons with the largest number of redirects in the English
Wikipedia. The article about Muammar al-Gaddafi leads
the ranking with 251 different ways of linking towards it,
more than doubling the redirects of Osama bin Laden, the
second ranked person.

4. RESULTS
In this section we study global metrics calculated for the

biographical networks of different languages. We also dis-
cuss rankings based on various definitions of centrality. In
particular, we present the most central (linked) persons in
the different language Wikipedia. Finally, we compare the
similarities between the different language networks.

4.1 Global network statistics
A brief overview of the principal social network measures

for the different language networks is given in Table 1. The
largest network corresponds to the English Wikipedia with
nearly 200, 000 nodes. The second largest, extracted from
the German Wikipedia, is only about one-third as large.
All language networks show very low clustering. The only

outstanding network is the Chinese with a clustering coeffi-
cient of 0.17, which indicates an important structural differ-
ence of the link structure in this language version.
By looking at the link reciprocities we find that it is quite

rare that two persons are mutually connected. One of the
possible causes of this observation may be the presence of
parasocial interactions [6], i.e. one-sided interpersonal rela-
tionships in which one part knows a great deal about the
other, but the other does not. E.g., when a person is influ-
enced by the works of somebody who died decades before.
We see that all networks are well connected, as the per-

centage of nodes in the giant component (GC)3 lies between
85% (Polish) and 96% (French and Japanese).
When calculating the average path length between two

persons in the GC we observe that the largest average dis-
tances are found for the Polish and Russian networks.

2
http://toolserver.org/~dispenser/sources/rdcheck.py

3The GC corresponds here to the largest weakly connected
component. Weakly connected means that there exists at
least a path in one direction between any pair of nodes.

Table 1: Properties of the language networks or-
dered by network size: number of (not isolated)
nodes N and edges K, average clustering coefficient
〈C〉, percentage of nodes in the giant component GC,
average path-length between nodes 〈d〉, reciprocity
r and maximal distance dmax between two nodes in
the network.
lang N K 〈C〉 % GC 〈d〉 r dmax

en 198 190 928 339 0.03 95% 6.53 0.17 43
de 62 402 260 889 0.05 94% 6.83 0.14 33
fr 51 811 283 453 0.06 96% 6.11 0.15 36
it 35 756 190 867 0.06 95% 6.28 0.14 42
es 34 828 169 302 0.06 97% 6.29 0.16 36
ja 26 155 109 081 0.08 96% 6.47 0.20 26
nl 24 496 76 651 0.08 94% 7.91 0.18 37
pt 23 705 85 295 0.07 94% 6.98 0.18 45
sv 23 085 60 745 0.07 91% 8.27 0.20 46
pl 22 438 50 050 0.08 85% 8.94 0.16 43
fi 18 594 44 941 0.07 87% 7.80 0.17 30
no 18 423 49 303 0.09 83% 8.31 0.22 48
ru 16 403 34 436 0.06 87% 9.10 0.10 35
zh 11 715 44 739 0.17 91% 7.20 0.20 32
ca 11 027 42 321 0.09 93% 7.14 0.17 32

Table 2: The top 25 persons in the English Wiki-
pedia ranked by in-degree. Ranks for out-degree,
betweenness and PageRank in parenthesis.
person in- out-degree btw. PageRank
George W. Bush 2123 89 (107) (1) 0.00209 (1)
Barack Obama 1677 51 (710) (8) 0.00162 (2)
Bill Clinton 1660 74 (205) (4) 0.00156 (4)
Ronald Reagan 1652 90 (103) (2) 0.00156 (3)
Adolf Hitler 1407 119 (26) (3) 0.00149 (5)
Richard Nixon 1299 86 (127) (7) 0.00136 (6)
William Shakespeare 1229 25 (4203) (63) 0.00113 (9)
John F. Kennedy 1208 104 (53) (5) 0.00123 (8)
Franklin D. Roosevelt 1052 71 (237) (15) 0.00131 (7)
Lyndon B. Johnson 1000 106 (50) (12) 0.00108 (11)
Jimmy Carter 953 80 (158) (9) 0.00113 (10)
Elvis Presley 948 82 (142) (27) 0.00063 (24)
Pope John Paul II 941 59 (444) (11) 0.00083 (18)
Dwight D. Eisenhower 891 55 (564) (22) 0.00095 (14)
Frank Sinatra 882 108 (47) (18) 0.00056 (28)
George H. W. Bush 878 87 (118) (19) 0.00096 (13)
Abraham Lincoln 846 54 (593) (40) 0.00089 (16)
Bob Dylan 835 151 (11) (14) 0.00055 (30)
Winston Churchill 748 84 (136) (10) 0.00092 (15)
Harry S. Truman 743 81 (145) (24) 0.00099 (12)
Joseph Stalin 723 69 (265) (43) 0.00089 (17)
Michael Jackson 663 71 (237) (34) 0.00042 (51)
Elizabeth II 653 52 (665) (6) 0.00074 (19)
Jesus 572 38 (1595) (51) 0.00068 (20)
Hillary Rodham Clinton 554 87 (118) (32) 0.00063 (25)

Finally, we also analyse the in- and out-degree distribu-
tions and observe heavy-tails, as found in many real-life net-
works, for all language Wikipedias (data not shown).

4.2 Most central persons
In this section we focus on centrality metrics for the above

defined biographical networks. In Table 2 we present the
top-ranked persons according to the degree centrality for
the English Wikipedia. We also provide results for other
centrality measures together with the corresponding rank-
ings. Betweenness measures the fraction of shortest paths
between other pairs of nodes passing through a given node,
while PageRank gives a measure of the global importance
of nodes, computed recursively putting a larger weight on
incoming connections from central nodes.
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Table 3: Top 5 most central persons in the 15 analysed language versions of Wikipedia ranked by betweenness.
lang #1 #2 #3 #4 #5
en George W. Bush Ronald Reagan Adolf Hitler Bill Clinton John F. Kennedy
de Adolf Hitler George W. Bush Martin Luther King, Jr Barack Obama Frank Sinatra
fr Adolf Hitler George W. Bush William Shakespeare Barack Obama Jacques Chirac
it Frank Sinatra George W. Bush Pope John Paul II Michael Jackson Elton John
es Michael Jackson Fidel Castro William Shakespeare Che Guevara Adolf Hitler
ja Adolf Hitler Michael Jackson Ronald Reagan Yukio Mishima Barack Obama
nl Elvis Presley Adolf Hitler Bill Clinton Joseph Stalin William Shakespeare
pt Michael Jackson Richard Wagner Adolf Hitler Ronald Reagan David Bowie
sv George W. Bush Winston Churchill Elizabeth II Michael Jackson Adolf Hitler
pl Elizabeth II Pope John Paul II Margaret Thatcher George W. Bush Ronald Reagan
fi Barack Obama Adolf Hitler Michael Jackson George W. Bush Benito Mussolini
no Marilyn Monroe Adolf Hitler John F. Kennedy Bob Dylan Bill Clinton
ru William Shakespeare Napoleon II Kenneth Branagh Elton John Joseph Stalin
zh Chiang Kai-Shek William Shakespeare Barack Obama Deng Xiaoping Adolf Hitler
ca Adolf Hitler Che Guevara Juan Carlos I Michael Schumacher Juan Manuel Fangio

We find many American presidents, iconic American musi-
cians, and European leaders during the WW2 period among
the most linked. Interestingly, we observe that Pope John
Paul II appears to be a more central figure than Jesus.
Comparing the number of incoming and outgoing links, we

observe that in-degrees are of an order of magnitude greater
than out-degrees. We explain this phenomenon again by the
presence of the parasocial relations. For betweenness and
PageRank we do not find large differences in the rankings.
The only exception is Shakespeare, whose low betweenness
value can be caused by the low number of out-going links.
Interestingly, Shakespeare’s page is one of the most central
for several languages (see Table 3), but not for English.
In Table 3 we show the most central characters in Wikipe-

dia for the 15 analysed languages ranked by the betweenness
centrality. We observe that most of the presented persons
are known to be (or have been) highly influential in many
aspects. Thus, in these lists we find political leaders, revo-
lutionaries, famous musicians, writers and actors. We note
that political figures such as Adolf Hitler, George W. Bush
or Barack Obama dominate in almost all top rankings. In-
terestingly, William Shakespeare and Michael Jackson are
also among the central figures for several languages.
For many languages we find, however, that the top ranked

persons reflect country specific issues. Thus, for example,
Pope John Paul II is only present in the top five list of the
Italian and Polish Wikipedia, two countries which have a
special tie with this figure. In the English Wikipedia the
most central figures are former US presidents, while the
Spanish-speaking Wikipedia community marks out Latin
American revolutionaries. The Russian version surprisingly
highlights William Shakespeare and also Kenneth Branagh,
known for several film adaptations of Shakespeare’s plays.
Only the Japanese Wikipedia rankes the author Mishima
prominently, while two Chinese leaders, Chiang Kai-Shek
and Deng Xiaopin, are in the top-5 in the Chinese version.
When looking at these results, it should be taken into ac-

count that there is an Anglo-Saxon bias in the dataset, as
we relied on a list of notable persons extracted from the En-
glish Wikipedia, and persons from other cultures not know
internationally might be missing. In that sense the above
list reflects centrality among persons with at least limited
international notoriety.

4.3 Similarity between languages
In this section we focus on similarities between the net-

works emerging from the different language Wikipedias. We

Table 4: Similarities between the biographical net-
works of different language Wikipedias.

ca de en es fi fr it ja nl no pl pt ru sv zh
ca - .05 .03 .12 .09 .07 .08 .07 .10 .08 .06 .10 .06 .09 .06
de .05 - .11 .11 .07 .13 .12 .08 .09 .06 .06 .08 .04 .08 .03
en .03 .11 - .09 .03 .10 .08 .05 .05 .03 .03 .05 .02 .04 .02
es .12 .11 .09 - .09 .13 .14 .10 .12 .07 .07 .14 .06 .09 .05
fi .09 .07 .03 .09 - .06 .08 .09 .11 .10 .09 .10 .07 .13 .06
fr .07 .13 .10 .13 .06 - .15 .08 .09 .06 .06 .09 .04 .07 .03
it .08 .12 .08 .14 .08 .15 - .09 .10 .07 .07 .11 .05 .08 .04
ja .07 .08 .05 .10 .09 .08 .09 - .10 .08 .07 .09 .05 .09 .08
nl .10 .09 .05 .12 .11 .09 .10 .10 - .10 .09 .13 .07 .12 .05
no .08 .06 .03 .07 .10 .06 .07 .08 .10 - .08 .09 .05 .13 .06
pl .06 .06 .03 .07 .09 .06 .07 .07 .09 .08 - .09 .08 .09 .05
pt .10 .08 .05 .14 .10 .09 .11 .09 .13 .09 .09 - .07 .11 .06
ru .06 .04 .02 .06 .07 .04 .05 .05 .07 .05 .08 .07 - .06 .05
sv .09 .08 .04 .09 .13 .07 .08 .09 .12 .13 .09 .11 .06 - .06
zh .06 .03 .02 .05 .06 .03 .04 .08 .05 .06 .05 .06 .05 .06 -

Figure 2: Languages similarity network: every lan-
guage links to the two languages with the largest
similarities according to Table 4.

calculate the similarity for every pair of networks as their
Jaccard coefficient, i.e. the ratio between the number of
links present in both networks (their intersection) and the
number of links existing in their union. Table 4 shows the
obtained similarity results. For every language row we high-
light the two languages with the largest similarities. The
most similar language is also underlined.

Figure 2 further illustrates these similarities by drawing a
language similarity network. In this network a language A
is connected to another language B if language B is one of
the two most similar to A. Applying the Louvain method,
we divide this graph into three clusters. In agreement
with [10], we observe that most of the links can be explained
by language-family relations (e.g Romance and Slavic lan-
guages) and geographic or historical ties (e.g. Scandinavian
group, or Russia and Finland). We also find a number of less
obvious connections, e.g. Japanese to Spanish and Finnish
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Figure 3: Biographical network of the connections
in at least 13 of the 15 analysed language versions.
Larger version available at http://goo.gl/Lc2Xl.

to Dutch. In fact, Dutch seems to serve as a bridge between
different language and culture groups.

4.4 Links present in most language networks
Finally, Figure 3 depicts the network of connections which

are present in at least 13 of the 15 language Wikipedias4.
The network is relatively small, containing 1663 nodes and
1738 links, but allows to visualise the quintessence of knowl-
edge about biographical connections present in most of the
analysed language communities.
The largest connected component in Figure 3 corresponds

to a cluster of US Presidents which connects over Ronald
Reagan to a cluster of British Premier Ministers. This group
is related through Winston Churchill to a cluster of persons
from WW2’s axis powers. The second largest component
is compound of several clusters related to the music and
entertainment business, and the third one of two clusters of
male and female tennis players connected through Dinara
and Marat Safin. Other large isolated clusters can be found
around such diverse groups as Russian and Chinese political
figures, French presidents, Israeli and Palestinian politicians,
Formula One pilots, World Chess Champions or actresses.

5. CONCLUSIONS
Our results show that biographical connections are record-

ed differently in the distinct language versions of Wikipedia.
Although the global social network measures are largely sim-
ilar for all these networks, the most central persons unveil
interesting peculiarities about the language communities. A
study of similarity reveals that networks are more similar
for geographically or linguistically closer communities. Nev-
ertheless, there also exists a great number of biographical

4The choice of 13 is arbitrary and taken mainly for visual-
ization reasons.

connections which can be found in most of the analysed lan-
guage Wikipedias. Knowledge about these social connec-
tions trespasses cultural barriers and represents part of the
shared global collective memory of our civilisation.

Possible directions for future work include the applica-
tion of the methodology to generate subnetworks of other
kinds of article categories, and a specific study of links
present in most networks but missing only in a few language
Wikipedias.

Finally, the gender gap among Wikipedia editors is a se-
rious concern for the community, and has been related to
the topics covered in the encyclopedia [7]. Our results point
out a very small presence of females also among the most
central persons in the encyclopedic content, suggesting the
link between these two phenomena as an intriguing subject
for future investigation.
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Infographic: Wikipedia's Gender Gap Exposed
BY DAMON POETER   9 AUG 2012, 3:14 A.M.

Wikipedia's estrogen shortage is a problem that has been fairly well-
documented, not least by the online encyclopedia community
itself, but progress towards more gender equity in the site's editor
pool remains sluggish, according to Knock Twice.

The tech marketing agency has aggregated some of the stunning
realities about the gender breakdown among Wikipedians in the
infographic below. The biggie: Despite an overall user base that's
roughly 50-50 guys to gals, males make up a whopping 91 percent of
all editors on Wikipedia.

Granted, Knock Twice relies on a 2011 study for those numbers, so
things may have evened up a bit since then. Since the results of a March 2010 survey on
Wikidpedia's gender ratio by UNU-MERIT's Collaborative Creativity Group first drew attention to the
gender gap on Wikipedia, evidence suggests women are slowly but steadily breaking into the site's
virtual boy's club. Wikipedia itself maintains a page discussing and monitoring the gender gap in its
Meta-Wiki portal.

Yet the gulf still remains and it dwarfs the gender gap on Google+ that made headlines last
summer, just a few months into Google's launch of its social network. There are some common
sense, if unscientific reasons for why this might be so—especially when you consider the nature of
editing on Wikipedia. In general, men just seem to be more comfortable than women at being
insufferable pedants on the Internet, for example.

That may just be the nature of the way things woiks between the sexes, to borrow from Charles
Bukowski, but Knock Twice also highlights a more troubling trend—female Wikipedia editors are
more likely than male editors to be blocked indefinitely—that suggests some gender-specific ganging
up might be going on as well.

And that's definitely not cool.
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Wikipedia and the Oligarchy of Ignorance
By DAVID GOLUMBIA | Published: FEBRUARY 20, 2015

In a recent story on Medium called “One Man’s Quest to Rid Wikipedia of Exactly
One Grammatical Mistake: Meet the Ultimate WikiGnome,” Andrew McMillen
tells the story of Wikipedia editor “Giraffedata”—beyond the world of Wikipedia,
a software engineer named Bryan Henderson—who has edited thousands of
Wikipedia pages to correct a single grammatical error and is one of the 1000
most active editors of Wikipedia. McMillen describes Giraffedata as one of the
“favorite Wikipedians” of some employees at the Wikimedia Foundation, the
umbrella organization that funds and organizes Wikipedia along with other
projects. The area he works on is not controversial (at least not in the sense of hot
topics like GamerGate or climate change); his edits are typically not reverted in
the way that substantive edits to such controversial topics frequently are. While
the area he focuses on is idiosyncratic, his work is extremely productive. As such
he is understood by at least some of the core Wikipedians to exemplify the power
of crowds, the benefits of “organizing without organization,” the fundamental
anti-hierarchical principles that apparently point toward new, better political
formations.

McMillen describes a presentation at the 2012 Wikimania conference by two
Wikimedia employees, Maryana Pinchuk and Steven Walling:

Walling lands on a slide entitled, ‘perfectionism.’ The bespectacled
young man pauses, frowning.

“I feel sometimes that this motivation feels a little bit fuzzy, or a
little bit negative in some ways… Like, one of my favorite
Wikipedians of all time is this user called Giraffedata,” he says.
“He has, like, 15,000 edits, and he’s done almost nothing except fix
the incorrect use of ‘comprised of’ in articles.”

A couple of audience members applaud loudly.

“By hand, manually. No tools!” interjects Pinchuk, her green
painted fingernails fluttering as she gestures for emphasis.

“It’s not a bot!” adds Walling. “It’s totally contextual in every
article. He’s, like, my hero!”

“If anybody knows him, get him to come to our office. We’ll give
him a Barnstar in person,” says Pinchuk, referring to the coveted
virtual medallion that Wikipedia editors award one another.

Walling continues: “I don’t think he wakes up in the morning and
says, ‘I’m gonna serve widows in Africa with the sum of all human
knowledge.’” He begins shaking his hands in mock frustration. “He
wakes up and says, ‘Those fuckers — they messed it up again!’”

Neither the presenters nor McMillen follow up on Walling’s aside that
Giraffedata’s work might be “a little bit negative in some ways.” But it seems
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arguable to me that this is the real story, and the celebration of Henderson’s
efforts is not just misplaced, but symptomatic. Rather than demonstrating the
salvific benefits of non-hierarchical organizations, Giraffedata’s work symbolizes
their remarkable tendency to turn into formations that are the exact opposite of
what the rhetoric suggests: deeply (if informally) hierarchical collectives of
individuals strongly attached to their own power, and dismissive of the
structuring elements built into explicit political institutions.

This is a well-known problem. It has been well-known at least since 1970 when Jo
Freeman wrote “The Tyranny of Structurelessness”; it is connected to what
Alexander Galloway has recently called “The Reticular Fallacy.” These critiques
can be summed up fairly simply: when you deny an organization the formal
power to distribute power equitably—to acknowledge the inevitable hierarchies in
social groups and deal with them explicitly—you inevitably hand power over to
those most willing to be ruthless and unflinching in their pursuit of it. In other
words, in the effort to create a “more distributed” system, except in very rare
circumstances where all participants are of good will and relatively equivalent in
their ethics and politics, you end up creating exactly the authoritarian rule that
your work seemed designed specifically to avoid. You end up giving even more
unstructured power to exactly the persons that institutional strictures are
designed to curtail.

That this is a general problem with Wikipedia has been noted by Aaron Shaw and
Benjamin Mako Hill in a 2014 paper called “Laboratories of Oligarchy? How The
Iron Law Extends to Peer Production.” Shaw and Mako Hill are fairly
enthusiastic about Wikipedia and peer production, and yet their clear-eyed
research, much of which is based on empirical as well as theoretical
considerations, forces them to conclude:

Although, invoking U.S. Supreme Court Justice Louis Brandeis,
online collectives have been hailed as contemporary “laboratories
of democracy”, our findings suggest that they may not necessarily
facilitate enhanced practices of democratic engagement and
organization. Indeed, our results imply that widespread efforts to
appropriate online organizational tactics from peer production
may facilitate the creation of entrenched oligarchies in which the
selfselecting and earlyadopting few assert their authority to lead
in the context of movements without clearly defined institutions or
boundaries. (23)[1]

In the current case, what is so striking about Giraffedata’s work is that, from the
perspective of every reasonable expert angle on the question, Giraffedata is just
plain wrong. It is not a fact that “comprised of” is ungrammatical or that it means
only what Giraffedata says it does. This is not at all controversial. In an excellent
piece at The Guardian, “Why Wikipedia’s Grammar Vigilante Is Wrong,” David
Shariatmadari demonstrates the many reasons why this is the case (though as
usual, read the comments for typically brusque and/or ‘anti-elite’ elitist opinions
to the contrary). Even better is “Can 50,000 Wikipedia Edits Be Wrong?” by
Mark Lieberman at Language Log, the leading linguistics site in the world, which
has been covering this issue—that is, specifically the usage of “comprised of”—
since at least 2011. Lieberman wryly notes that “It doesn’t seem to have occurred
to Mr. McMillen to check the issue out in the Oxford English Dictionary or in
MerriamWebster’s Dictionary of English Usage, or for that matter in literary
history, where he might have appreciated the opportunity to correct Thomas
Hardy… and also Charles Dickens.” Bizarrely, Wikipedia itself has a page on
“comprised of” that endorses the linguist’s view, rather than Giraffedata’s view.
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arguable to me that this is the real story, and the celebration of Henderson’s
efforts is not just misplaced, but symptomatic. Rather than demonstrating the
salvific benefits of non-hierarchical organizations, Giraffedata’s work symbolizes
their remarkable tendency to turn into formations that are the exact opposite of
what the rhetoric suggests: deeply (if informally) hierarchical collectives of
individuals strongly attached to their own power, and dismissive of the
structuring elements built into explicit political institutions.

This is a well-known problem. It has been well-known at least since 1970 when Jo
Freeman wrote “The Tyranny of Structurelessness”; it is connected to what
Alexander Galloway has recently called “The Reticular Fallacy.” These critiques
can be summed up fairly simply: when you deny an organization the formal
power to distribute power equitably—to acknowledge the inevitable hierarchies in
social groups and deal with them explicitly—you inevitably hand power over to
those most willing to be ruthless and unflinching in their pursuit of it. In other
words, in the effort to create a “more distributed” system, except in very rare
circumstances where all participants are of good will and relatively equivalent in
their ethics and politics, you end up creating exactly the authoritarian rule that
your work seemed designed specifically to avoid. You end up giving even more
unstructured power to exactly the persons that institutional strictures are
designed to curtail.

That this is a general problem with Wikipedia has been noted by Aaron Shaw and
Benjamin Mako Hill in a 2014 paper called “Laboratories of Oligarchy? How The
Iron Law Extends to Peer Production.” Shaw and Mako Hill are fairly
enthusiastic about Wikipedia and peer production, and yet their clear-eyed
research, much of which is based on empirical as well as theoretical
considerations, forces them to conclude:

Although, invoking U.S. Supreme Court Justice Louis Brandeis,
online collectives have been hailed as contemporary “laboratories
of democracy”, our findings suggest that they may not necessarily
facilitate enhanced practices of democratic engagement and
organization. Indeed, our results imply that widespread efforts to
appropriate online organizational tactics from peer production
may facilitate the creation of entrenched oligarchies in which the
selfselecting and earlyadopting few assert their authority to lead
in the context of movements without clearly defined institutions or
boundaries. (23)[1]

In the current case, what is so striking about Giraffedata’s work is that, from the
perspective of every reasonable expert angle on the question, Giraffedata is just
plain wrong. It is not a fact that “comprised of” is ungrammatical or that it means
only what Giraffedata says it does. This is not at all controversial. In an excellent
piece at The Guardian, “Why Wikipedia’s Grammar Vigilante Is Wrong,” David
Shariatmadari demonstrates the many reasons why this is the case (though as
usual, read the comments for typically brusque and/or ‘anti-elite’ elitist opinions
to the contrary). Even better is “Can 50,000 Wikipedia Edits Be Wrong?” by
Mark Lieberman at Language Log, the leading linguistics site in the world, which
has been covering this issue—that is, specifically the usage of “comprised of”—
since at least 2011. Lieberman wryly notes that “It doesn’t seem to have occurred
to Mr. McMillen to check the issue out in the Oxford English Dictionary or in
MerriamWebster’s Dictionary of English Usage, or for that matter in literary
history, where he might have appreciated the opportunity to correct Thomas
Hardy… and also Charles Dickens.” Bizarrely, Wikipedia itself has a page on
“comprised of” that endorses the linguist’s view, rather than Giraffedata’s view.
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structureless tyrannies and authoritarian anti-hierarchies. In order to rule over
those whose knowledge or expertise challenges you, the best route is to dismiss or
mock that expertise wholesale, to rule it out as expertise at all, in favor of your
own deeply-held convictions that you trumpet as a “new kind” of expertise that
invalidates the “old,” “incumbent” kinds. This kind of agnotology is widespread in
current Silicon Valley and digital culture; it is no less prominent in reactionary
political culture, such as the Tea Party and rightist anti-science movements.

Thus Henderson’s work connects to the well-known disdain of many core
Wikipedia editors for actual experts on specific topics, and even more so for their
stubborn resistance (speaking generally; of course there are exceptions) to the
input of such experts, when one would expect exactly the opposite should be the
case. (As a writer in Wired put it almost a decade ago, “The Wikipedia philosophy
can be summed up thusly: ‘Experts are scum.’”) A world-leading expert on Topic
A wants to help edit the page on that topic—is the right response to reach out to
them and help guide them through the (what should be) minimal rules of your
project? Or is it to mock and impugn them for having the temerity to think they
are expert in something, in the face of the far more important project that you are
expert in? One of its several pages addressing this problem, “Wikipedia: Expert
Retention,” notes:

If by “Wikipedia” one means its values as expressed in policy, then
it can be said that Wikipedia definitely does not value expertise.
Attempts to establish a policy on credential verification have
failed. There are competing essays that say credentials are
irrelevant and that credentials matter. An attempt to push through
a policy to ignore all credentials failed, though it received
considerable support.

The culture of Wikipedia has no single commonly held view, as is
illustrated in the discussion pages of the above cited essays and
proposals. However, the lack of consensus (and indeed doggedly
opposed parties) results in a perceived lack of respect for expertise,
a deference normally found elsewhere in society. Antiexpertise
positions often are not acted against, so they are in effect
encouraged. And as they are encouraged, they more than
negate any positive regard for expertise, since the latter is
only expressed, at present, in the consideration given by individual
editors to those whom they recognize as experts. (emphasis added)

This is why it’s important that the Wikimedia Foundation employees pass so
quickly over the possible “negatives” in Giraffedata’s work, and choose to single
him out for praise. This is exactly—if, I think, unconsciously, what the most
persistent members of the Wikipedia community want—the disparagement of
existing (or in Silicon Valley terminology, “incumbent”) structures for
distributing power in the name of a “democratization” that is actually about
people with a significant lust for power that is not patient enough to develop its
own distributive structures (that is, to work on developing a house style for
Wikipedia, or to, I don’t know, study linguistics). In this way, too much of peer
production seems like a marketing sheen placed over a very clear and
antidemocratic lust for personal power, much as the 1970s communes were, but
writ large and with very central social pillars in its sights.

As Freeman’s work has always suggested, which makes the brute rejection of its
reasoning in favor of Hayekian “spontaneous orders” of knowledge (or
ignorance), Wikipedia’s structurelessness is very easily seen not as a social
miracle of cooperation but as a breeding ground for tyrants.[3] Mako Hill and
Shaw: “the adoption of peer production’s organizational forms may inhibit the
achievement of enhanced organizational democracy” (22). That they do this in
the name of democracy makes them characteristic of the contemporary, digitally-
inspired agnotological oligarchy.
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[1] It is worth noting that Shaw and Mako Hill rely in part on the so-called “Iron Law of
Oligarchy” postulated by the proto-Fascist and Fascist sociologist Robert Michels in the early
part of the 20  century. Michels actually thought it applies to all democratic organizations
and cannot be prevented, but Shaw and Mako Hill rely on a great deal of post-Michels
research that tends to give greater weight to formal methods of preventing oligarchy than
Michels did.

[2] “Lust for power” is the usual English translation of the German word machtgelüst, which
appears prior to the better-known “will to power” in Nietzsche, and unlike the latter term, is
specifically meant to indicate the cathection of desire toward personal power.

[3] Wikipedia founder Jimmy Wales famously traces his philosophical inspiration for
Wikipedia to Friedrich Hayek’s 1945 essay “The Use of Knowledge in Knowledge in Society”;
Philip Mirowski, our most trenchant critic of neoliberalism, has repeatedly demonstrated the
ways in which Hayek’s views specifically advocate ignorance.

Share 67Tweet

This entry was posted in "social media", cyberlibertarianism, rhetoric of computation and
tagged agnotology, alexander galloway, algorithmic politics, anarchy, expertise, friedrich
august von hayek, grammar, jimmy wales, jo freeman, language, language log,
languagelog, linguistics, mark lieberman, oligarchy, philip mirowski, politics, power,
prescriptivism, structurelessness, wikipedia. Bookmark the permalink. Post a comment or
leave a trackback: Trackback URL.

2 Comments

th

sparkzilla
Posted February 21, 2015 at 4:46 pm | Permalink

As an ex-Wikipedia editor and the founder of a crowdsourcing site [1] I agree with
many of the points on this article. While I was an editor I was appalled at the rampant
abuse of power by unaccountable admins. I also found the content-creation-through-
conflict to be very time consuming and painful. After building my own site I realized
that the the wiki software causes the problems by allowing powerful users to take
control over the page, the rules, and the site. In effect the wiki system gives “tyrants” a
place to thrive. Refer to my blog post [2]

However, it does not have to be this way. Much of Wikipedia’s content, especially news
and biographies, can be processed much more efficiently and fairly using a purpose-
built content management system. The compilation of sources is not something that
needs expert review, especially for news events (which make up much of the
“encyclopedia”‘s content). It’s not symptomatic of a “culture of ignorance”, but of a job
function that actually doesn’t much expertise. The confusion is caused because
Wikipedia editors have two roles: transcriber of sources and fact-checker. Separating
these functions would lead to more clarity, but it cannot happen with the current
software.

In our case we divide the page data up so people cannot have veto power over a page.
We have a very specific post format and house style to avoid haggling for years over
minor details, and to avois harassment and bias we anonymize the relationship
between editor and writer while the edits are being assessed. All of these serve to
diffuse the accumulation of power by early users or powerful groups. The result is that
unlike, Wikipedia, which is written and edited 90% by men (the infamous “Gender
Gap”), Newslines is created 80% by women and minorities. Men are welcome too, but
they are not excluded.

It’s also useful to note that Wales et al did not build a custom system to create content,
but basically picked up the wiki concept and ran with it. They were able to get the
community to adapt to the wiki’s idiosyncrasies, so much so that Wikipedia fans are in
deep denial about the shortcomings of the site, even while they suffer its abuses, and
ignore how it excludes others. However at a certain point the structure collapses under
its own weight, much like the communes you mention.

[1] http://newslines.org
[2] http://newslines.org/blog/wikipedias-13-deadly-sins/

Drawing the circle just a bit wider, Giraffedata is a linguistic prescriptivist in a
world where the experts agree that prescriptivism is ideology rather than wisdom.
Prescriptivism itself is an assertion of power in the name of one’s own authority
that claims (erroneously) to be based on on higher authorities that do not, in fact,
exist. It is, in fact, one of the most persistent targets in writing by actual linguists
from across the political spectrum: Lieberman rightly calls it “authoritarian
rationalism,” and he and Geoff Nunberg (another of the most prominent US
linguists) have an interesting back-and-forth about its fit with general right-left
politics.

At another level of abstraction, Henderson’s efforts exemplify a lust for power
that entails a specific (if perhaps not entirely conscious) rejection of expertise
over precisely the topic he cares about.[2] The development of “expertise” is
exactly the kind of social, relatively ad-hoc but still structured distribution of
power that the new structureless tyrants want to re-hierarchize, with themselves
at top. Does Henderson ask linguists about the rightness or wrongness of his
judgment? As Lieberman’s work points out, there are obvious, easily available
resources in which Henderson might have checked his judgment; it does not
appear even to have occurred to him to do so. As Shariatmadari points out, even
in the McMillen article, it becomes clear very quickly that Henderson is aware
that the “error” he is “correcting” is not actually a matter even of grammar, but a
judgment of taste based on several well-known linguistic fallacies (that synonyms
should not exist, or that a word’s origin dictates its current meaning).

None of this is to say that it is “right” or “wrong” to adjust the style of Wikipedia
with regard to Henderson’s word choice hobby horse. But here again is another
rejection of a perfectly reasonable and even useful form of distributed authority:
editorial authority over a written product. Before Wikipedia, and even today,
published encyclopedias and other publications had rules called “house styles.”
These are guidelines made up provisionally by the publishing house to enforce
consistency on their work; some are extremely detailed and some are much
looser. The house style for any given publication would dictate whether or not to
use “comprised of” in the sense that upsets Henderson so much. It would not be a
fact whether “comprised of” is right or wrong, but only a fact within the context of
the publication. And this is actually a better account of how language works, or
usually works: “this is how we do it here,” rather than “this is correct” and “this is
incorrect.” (Wikipedia does have a very detailed Manual of Style, but it largely
refrains from guidelines pertaining to usage, unlike the in-house style manuals of
publications like The New Yorker or The Wall Street Journal.)

At the next level of abstraction, perhaps the most important one, the Wikimedia
Foundation’s endorsement of Giraffedata’s work as among their “favorite”
displays a kind of agnotology—a studied cultivation of ignorance—that feeds
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structureless tyrannies and authoritarian anti-hierarchies. In order to rule over
those whose knowledge or expertise challenges you, the best route is to dismiss or
mock that expertise wholesale, to rule it out as expertise at all, in favor of your
own deeply-held convictions that you trumpet as a “new kind” of expertise that
invalidates the “old,” “incumbent” kinds. This kind of agnotology is widespread in
current Silicon Valley and digital culture; it is no less prominent in reactionary
political culture, such as the Tea Party and rightist anti-science movements.

Thus Henderson’s work connects to the well-known disdain of many core
Wikipedia editors for actual experts on specific topics, and even more so for their
stubborn resistance (speaking generally; of course there are exceptions) to the
input of such experts, when one would expect exactly the opposite should be the
case. (As a writer in Wired put it almost a decade ago, “The Wikipedia philosophy
can be summed up thusly: ‘Experts are scum.’”) A world-leading expert on Topic
A wants to help edit the page on that topic—is the right response to reach out to
them and help guide them through the (what should be) minimal rules of your
project? Or is it to mock and impugn them for having the temerity to think they
are expert in something, in the face of the far more important project that you are
expert in? One of its several pages addressing this problem, “Wikipedia: Expert
Retention,” notes:

If by “Wikipedia” one means its values as expressed in policy, then
it can be said that Wikipedia definitely does not value expertise.
Attempts to establish a policy on credential verification have
failed. There are competing essays that say credentials are
irrelevant and that credentials matter. An attempt to push through
a policy to ignore all credentials failed, though it received
considerable support.

The culture of Wikipedia has no single commonly held view, as is
illustrated in the discussion pages of the above cited essays and
proposals. However, the lack of consensus (and indeed doggedly
opposed parties) results in a perceived lack of respect for expertise,
a deference normally found elsewhere in society. Antiexpertise
positions often are not acted against, so they are in effect
encouraged. And as they are encouraged, they more than
negate any positive regard for expertise, since the latter is
only expressed, at present, in the consideration given by individual
editors to those whom they recognize as experts. (emphasis added)

This is why it’s important that the Wikimedia Foundation employees pass so
quickly over the possible “negatives” in Giraffedata’s work, and choose to single
him out for praise. This is exactly—if, I think, unconsciously, what the most
persistent members of the Wikipedia community want—the disparagement of
existing (or in Silicon Valley terminology, “incumbent”) structures for
distributing power in the name of a “democratization” that is actually about
people with a significant lust for power that is not patient enough to develop its
own distributive structures (that is, to work on developing a house style for
Wikipedia, or to, I don’t know, study linguistics). In this way, too much of peer
production seems like a marketing sheen placed over a very clear and
antidemocratic lust for personal power, much as the 1970s communes were, but
writ large and with very central social pillars in its sights.

As Freeman’s work has always suggested, which makes the brute rejection of its
reasoning in favor of Hayekian “spontaneous orders” of knowledge (or
ignorance), Wikipedia’s structurelessness is very easily seen not as a social
miracle of cooperation but as a breeding ground for tyrants.[3] Mako Hill and
Shaw: “the adoption of peer production’s organizational forms may inhibit the
achievement of enhanced organizational democracy” (22). That they do this in
the name of democracy makes them characteristic of the contemporary, digitally-
inspired agnotological oligarchy.
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Is History Written About Men,
by Men?
A careful study of recent popular history books reveals a genre dominated
by generals, presidents—and male authors.  
By Andrew Kahn and Rebecca Onion

The history men.

Photo illustration by Lisa Larson-Walker. Photos by Getty Images, via Wikimedia Commons.

n recent years, as academic history has taken a turn toward the cultural and

social, producing more and more works about women, minorities, and everyday
life, the kinds of history books you see on the New Releases table at a Barnes &

Noble have begun to feel like throwbacks. A quick survey reveals naval battles, grand
adventures, and biography after biography about the Founding Fathers. Call these
“uncle books”—tomes that you give an older male relative, to take up residence by his
wingback armchair.

This state of affairs dismays many academic historians. Last year, at the American
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Historical Association’s annual meeting, a presenter in a session on “Buying and
Selling History” included a slide listing the best-selling trade history books of

2014, as tallied by BookScan. The generous helping of politically conservative
histories by Glenn Beck and Bill O’Reilly caused concern, but some historians noticed
another troubling trend: The list was dominated by male authors. Of 23 titles, two
were written by women.

Is popular history still a male preserve, in terms of authorship and
subject matter? We decided to find out. Inspired by the Vida Count project, which
tallies bylines at major literary and intellectual magazines to see how many women
can be found in their author pools, we looked at author gender among history books
published for general readers in 2015. We also wanted to know more about content
and approach. Is it true that most popular history books are about presidents and war,
or is that just our perception? Are the Nazis as omnipresent as they seem to be? How
many biographies are written about men, and how many about women? Do the
Founding Fathers have an iron grip on the genre?

Who Writes History?
In the interactive below, each dot represents one trade history book that was either

published or made the New York Times Combined Print & E-Book Nonfiction

best-seller list in 2015. Blue dots represent books by male authors; yellow dots

represent books by female authors; green dots represent books co-authored by men

and women. Mouse over a dot for more information about individual titles, and use the

menu below to see how the gender divide plays out across different categories:

biographies, books about World War II, and more.

Arrange by All Titles

iS hiStoRy WRittEn ABout MEn, By MEn?

Results

We examined a set of 614 works of popular history from 80 houses, which either
published books we defined as trade history or landed books we defined as trade
history on the New York Times Combined Print & E-Book Nonfiction best-seller list in
2015. (For our full methodology, click here.) We found that 75.8 percent of the total
titles had male authors. Interestingly, the effect was slightly less pronounced among
titles that made the New York Times best-seller list—but only slightly (70.4 percent of
those authors were male). University press and trade imprints had roughly the same
proportion of male to female authors. The persistence of this imbalance, even among
authors writing for presses that publish more academics, seems to reflect a continuing
gender disparity among academic historians. In 2010, Robert Townsend of the
American Historical Association wrote that among four-year college and university
history faculty surveyed in 2007, only 35 percent were women.
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Make 2016 “A Year of Great Books”

A new Slate Academy goes back to the classics. Spend 2016 reading and discussing six great novels

alongside Slate's books and culture columnist Laura Miller and her fellow Slatesters.
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Results

We examined a set of 614 works of popular history from 80 houses, which either
published books we defined as trade history or landed books we defined as trade
history on the New York Times Combined Print & E-Book Nonfiction best-seller list in
2015. (For our full methodology, click here.) We found that 75.8 percent of the total
titles had male authors. Interestingly, the effect was slightly less pronounced among
titles that made the New York Times best-seller list—but only slightly (70.4 percent of
those authors were male). University press and trade imprints had roughly the same
proportion of male to female authors. The persistence of this imbalance, even among
authors writing for presses that publish more academics, seems to reflect a continuing
gender disparity among academic historians. In 2010, Robert Townsend of the
American Historical Association wrote that among four-year college and university
history faculty surveyed in 2007, only 35 percent were women.
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Biographies represented 21 percent of the total number of books published. Their
subjects were 71.7 percent male, with the list dominated by big names like Richard
Nixon, Winston Churchill, and Napoleon Bonaparte. While some of the biographies of
men were written by women (13 percent), female authors were far more likely than
male writers to write biographies about women. Sixty-nine percent of female
biography authors wrote about female subjects, and there was a huge gap between
this number and the 6 percent of male biography authors who wrote about women.
Clearly, there is some relationship between the gender of authors of biographies and
the gender of their subjects.

Why does this matter? Academics are interested in cultural and social history because
those approaches allow room for contemplation of what it was like to live life as an
everyday person in a certain period, not just as a general or president or pioneer. Last
year, historian Ann M. Little noted that the best-selling biographies of 2014 tended to
be about men—and a particular kind of man, at that. Popular biographies of Founding
Fathers and war heroes, wrote Little, “reflect our contemporary preoccupation with
modern history themes: politics, economics, warfare, the nation-state. … These
biographies are invested in a particularly modern kind of subjectivity, that of the heroic
individual who bends history to his will.” In other words, the popularity of biographies
of presidents and sports heroes reflects and reinforces the idea that interesting lives
are lived in public, often defined by conflict and glory. Cultural and social histories
make the meta-point that history is about communities, not just individuals. 

Thirty-two percent of books in the pool met one of our criteria for being what we
dubbed an “uncle book”: about a president, the founding era, the Civil War, World War
II, Abraham Lincoln, or royalty. There were fewer total books about presidents (8.6
percent) and the founding era (3.7 percent) than we had guessed there might be. Our
hunch about the American fascination with the executive branch was correct, though:
of the best-selling books, 21.1 percent were about presidents. In the 150  year since his
assassination, Lincoln was king: His name appeared in the title or subject headings for
68.8 percent of the total of those books.

Even given Lincoln’s popularity in 2015, there weren’t as many books bearing Civil War
keywords as we’d anticipated (only 3.9 percent), but 13.5 percent of the total pool of
titles had a World War II keyword in the title or subject headings (World War II;
Hitler”; “Nazi; 1940, 1941, 1942, 1943, 1944, 1945). That period exerts a powerful pull on
the market, fitting many of the perceived criteria for best-selling popular history: It’s a
war, with all of wartime’s opportunity for adventure and narrative; it was recent
enough to have happened within living memory, and within a historical paradigm that
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doesn’t require too much contextual explanation; the event continues to yield new
approaches and angles; and the war offers clear and uncontroversial lines of good and
evil. Even in a centenary year, World War I, with its much less clear-cut historical story
and its diminished level of American involvement, did not account for nearly as many
books; only 3.7 percent of our pool contained variants of World War I keywords in their
titles.

Our data set revealed some answers about the publishing of popular history that we
expected: Authors are largely male, biographical subjects too; “uncle books” make up
a third of the total titles published. But the data also raise interesting questions. Is it
possible to sell biographies of unfamous people? Why are some historical episodes
that fit some of the criteria we outlined above, like the Vietnam War, so absent? And
when will World War II ever stop being interesting?

We shared some of our results with editors, agents, authors, and publishers who work
on trade history books, and asked for their impressions. On the whole, the people we
spoke with were unsurprised by the gender gap in our data set. “I tend to find that
most of my history authors are male, too. That’s certainly not by conscious design but
it does seem to be the pattern,” Andrew Miller, an editor at Knopf, wrote in an email.
Lara Heimert, the publisher of Basic Books, added in her own emailed reply: “There is
no question that there is a real problem with gender imbalance in trade history
publishing. It is something I worry about a lot.”

Heimert, who has been publishing history books for almost 20 years, posited that
received ideas about the market govern publishers’ decisions. “The conventional
wisdom has been that men read more non-fiction and women read more fiction,
though as with most conventional wisdom in publishing (and life) I’ve never actually
seen a study proving that to be true,” she wrote. Well-founded or not, these truisms
drive production of trade history books. In history publishing in particular, Heimert
wrote, schedules are “organized around gift-giving seasons—Christmas and ‘dads and
grads’ (Fathers’ Day and graduation)—which is to say that we assume many of our big
history books are bought as gifts, and specifically as gifts for men.” 

Asked about the biographical gender gap, Nancy Toff, an editor at Oxford University
Press, said over Skype, “I love to publish women’s biography. I did a Helen Gurley

Brown biography, an Alice Paul biography. I love to do it. But it doesn’t tend to sell
very well, overall. I think that is a fair statement.” Offering some explanations for the
maleness of our pool of biographies, Toff said, “When you think about the topics that
sell the best, you have sports—those are mostly, if not all, men. Then you have political

Biographies represented 21 percent of the total number of books published. Their
subjects were 71.7 percent male, with the list dominated by big names like Richard
Nixon, Winston Churchill, and Napoleon Bonaparte. While some of the biographies of
men were written by women (13 percent), female authors were far more likely than
male writers to write biographies about women. Sixty-nine percent of female
biography authors wrote about female subjects, and there was a huge gap between
this number and the 6 percent of male biography authors who wrote about women.
Clearly, there is some relationship between the gender of authors of biographies and
the gender of their subjects.

Why does this matter? Academics are interested in cultural and social history because
those approaches allow room for contemplation of what it was like to live life as an
everyday person in a certain period, not just as a general or president or pioneer. Last
year, historian Ann M. Little noted that the best-selling biographies of 2014 tended to
be about men—and a particular kind of man, at that. Popular biographies of Founding
Fathers and war heroes, wrote Little, “reflect our contemporary preoccupation with
modern history themes: politics, economics, warfare, the nation-state. … These
biographies are invested in a particularly modern kind of subjectivity, that of the heroic
individual who bends history to his will.” In other words, the popularity of biographies
of presidents and sports heroes reflects and reinforces the idea that interesting lives
are lived in public, often defined by conflict and glory. Cultural and social histories
make the meta-point that history is about communities, not just individuals. 

Thirty-two percent of books in the pool met one of our criteria for being what we
dubbed an “uncle book”: about a president, the founding era, the Civil War, World War
II, Abraham Lincoln, or royalty. There were fewer total books about presidents (8.6
percent) and the founding era (3.7 percent) than we had guessed there might be. Our
hunch about the American fascination with the executive branch was correct, though:
of the best-selling books, 21.1 percent were about presidents. In the 150  year since his
assassination, Lincoln was king: His name appeared in the title or subject headings for
68.8 percent of the total of those books.

Even given Lincoln’s popularity in 2015, there weren’t as many books bearing Civil War
keywords as we’d anticipated (only 3.9 percent), but 13.5 percent of the total pool of
titles had a World War II keyword in the title or subject headings (World War II;
Hitler”; “Nazi; 1940, 1941, 1942, 1943, 1944, 1945). That period exerts a powerful pull on
the market, fitting many of the perceived criteria for best-selling popular history: It’s a
war, with all of wartime’s opportunity for adventure and narrative; it was recent
enough to have happened within living memory, and within a historical paradigm that

th
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doesn’t require too much contextual explanation; the event continues to yield new
approaches and angles; and the war offers clear and uncontroversial lines of good and
evil. Even in a centenary year, World War I, with its much less clear-cut historical story
and its diminished level of American involvement, did not account for nearly as many
books; only 3.7 percent of our pool contained variants of World War I keywords in their
titles.

Our data set revealed some answers about the publishing of popular history that we
expected: Authors are largely male, biographical subjects too; “uncle books” make up
a third of the total titles published. But the data also raise interesting questions. Is it
possible to sell biographies of unfamous people? Why are some historical episodes
that fit some of the criteria we outlined above, like the Vietnam War, so absent? And
when will World War II ever stop being interesting?

We shared some of our results with editors, agents, authors, and publishers who work
on trade history books, and asked for their impressions. On the whole, the people we
spoke with were unsurprised by the gender gap in our data set. “I tend to find that
most of my history authors are male, too. That’s certainly not by conscious design but
it does seem to be the pattern,” Andrew Miller, an editor at Knopf, wrote in an email.
Lara Heimert, the publisher of Basic Books, added in her own emailed reply: “There is
no question that there is a real problem with gender imbalance in trade history
publishing. It is something I worry about a lot.”

Heimert, who has been publishing history books for almost 20 years, posited that
received ideas about the market govern publishers’ decisions. “The conventional
wisdom has been that men read more non-fiction and women read more fiction,
though as with most conventional wisdom in publishing (and life) I’ve never actually
seen a study proving that to be true,” she wrote. Well-founded or not, these truisms
drive production of trade history books. In history publishing in particular, Heimert
wrote, schedules are “organized around gift-giving seasons—Christmas and ‘dads and
grads’ (Fathers’ Day and graduation)—which is to say that we assume many of our big
history books are bought as gifts, and specifically as gifts for men.” 

Asked about the biographical gender gap, Nancy Toff, an editor at Oxford University
Press, said over Skype, “I love to publish women’s biography. I did a Helen Gurley

Brown biography, an Alice Paul biography. I love to do it. But it doesn’t tend to sell
very well, overall. I think that is a fair statement.” Offering some explanations for the
maleness of our pool of biographies, Toff said, “When you think about the topics that
sell the best, you have sports—those are mostly, if not all, men. Then you have political
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biographies. Presidents, so far, are all male.” Toff could, however, think of several key
exceptions to this rule—Charity and Sylvia: A Same-Sex Marriage in Early America, by
Rachel Hope Cleves, did well as a trade book for Oxford in 2014, as did the Brown
biography.

Even if one-third of our data set was made up of stereotypical uncle books, we were
cautiously excited about the two-thirds of the titles that didn’t fit that profile, yet made
it to market nonetheless. A few people we queried offered some reasons to hope that
the situation might be improving, allowing for more diversity in subject matter.
“There’s definitely a sense that books on World War II and the Civil War, or
presidential biographies, tend to be somewhat more reliable than other categories,”
Andrew Miller wrote. “But I think publishers are always looking for something different
in addition to those more familiar books.” He went on: “My experience is that there’s
always room for something out of the tried and true if it’s sufficiently ambitious and
engaging and original.”

Miller pointed to more than a few female historians who write for popular audiences,
including Doris Kearns Goodwin, Stacy Schiff, Drew Gilpin Faust, Karen Armstrong,
and Pauline Maier. Author Jean Strouse, who has written one biography each of a man
and a woman (J.P. Morgan and Alice James), added Jill Lepore, Annette
Gordon-Reed, Megan Marshall, Maya Jasanoff, Susan Pedersen, Sara Lipton, Linda
Colley, Judith Thurman, Jennifer Homans, Patricia Limerick, and Mary Beth Norton to
that list. Clare Alexander, a literary agent in the U.K. who represents historical authors
and makes a point of representing women who write in the category, wrote in an
email: “In the UK, while history in non-fiction definitely skews male and is largely
published, edited, and reviewed by men, Hilary Mantel [the lauded author of Wolf

Hall] has been the harbinger of a renaissance of historical fiction in the UK, much of
which is also successful in America”—and is written by women.

While a longitudinal analysis of trade history publishing might reveal a swing toward
female authorship and diversity of subject matter, and anecdotal evidence points to
some improvement, our data for 2015 still look grim. “We have a real problem in
publishing, but it’s not just a publishing problem,” Heimert wrote. “What is it about the
way we educate our children that channels women toward literature departments and
men toward history and politics departments? What are our assumptions—and by
‘our’ I mean publishers, booksellers, book reviewers &c—that lead us to publish
history books for Father’s Day and fiction and memoir for Mother’s Day? Are these
based on data or merely stereotypes?” 
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Methodology

In order to determine which imprints tend to publish trade history books, we used
Publishers Marketplace’s database. We searched for imprints that had made
acquisition deals in three categories: History/Politics/Current Affairs, Narrative
Nonfiction, and Biography. The database lists top deal-makers in each subject
category, with statistics broken down into two sublists: one ranking imprints by overall
number of deals in a category in the past 12 months, and the other ranking imprints by
number of six-figure-plus deals in that category since 2004. With our three subject
categories, each broken down into two sublists, we had six lists of imprints that had
transacted recent deals in a category or had invested significantly in that category in
the past 11 years. We gathered the names of the Top 20 imprints listed in each of the six
lists. Cross-referencing these results to eliminate duplicate entries, we produced a
master list of 45 imprints that seemed likely to have published books in our categories
of interest in 2015.   

Because many university presses publish trade books through deals that aren’t
brokered with agents, and thus would not show up in the Publishers Marketplace
database, we also secured a list of presses that exhibited at the Organization of
American Historians’ most recent annual meeting, using that list as a baseline to
determine a pool of university presses that publish in history and might have been
likely to have put out trade books in the past year. Some of these presses had already
turned up through our Publishers Marketplace research, but we added the names of
35 additional university presses to our list. 

With a master list of 2015 catalogs for 80 imprints in hand, we began to search these
for titles. Slate intern Claire Landsbaum went through the trade imprint catalogs, and
Rebecca Onion handled the university press catalogs. Each data-cruncher created an
entry for the history books she found in her set of titles. Rebecca determined which
university press books to include by looking for books designated General Interest in
the catalogs, or priced at a trade discount, usually marked with a T. The historical
content of these university press titles was usually clear.

Claire faced the task of deciding which trade books should be counted as “history.”
Some edge cases gave us pause. Are memoirs historical? Are biographies of still-living
figures? Are true-crime books, if they’re about historical crimes? What about
journalism about the recent past—books about the Iraq war, for example? We decided
that these matters should be decided on a title-by-title basis. If it seemed that a given
title was historically focused—if a true-crime book was cast in the mold of Erik
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Methodology
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Larson’s Devil in the White City, for example, and tried to set its murders in historical
context, evoking the political and social scene that surrounded all that blood—we
included it.

For each book, we gathered the following data: the title, the author’s name, the
ISBN-13, the name of the imprint, an informed guess at the author’s gender, whether
the book was a biography, the subject of the biography (if it was one), an informed
guess at the subject’s gender, whether the book dealt with the Founding Fathers or the
American Revolution, whether the book dealt with presidents, and whether the book
was published by a university press.

A note on guessing gender: When gender was not immediately clear (as in the case of
a gender-neutral or unfamiliar name), we looked for pronouns used in an author
biography, or searched for an author’s Web page. When a book had both male and
female co-authors, we split the authorship proportionally. That’s why you’ll see that
some books are classified as, for instance, “one-third female-authored.” We tallied
biography subjects in the same way, splitting the count in cases where there were
multiple subjects.

We now had 556 titles. Because we wanted to compare books first published in 2015
with books that made the best-seller list in 2015, Rebecca turned to the New York Times

Combined Print & E-Book Nonfiction list. This meant adding titles that sold well in 2015
but had been published in previous years. There were 58 such titles, bringing our total
set of books to 614

To determine subject matter, we used human discernment to decide whether a book
was about presidents or the founding period (Founding Fathers and the Revolution).
Andrew Kahn wrote a Python script that gathered subject headings for most of the
books from the Library of Congress website. We searched the books’ titles and subject
headings for particular keywords of interest: Lincoln, Kennedy, Civil War, World War II
(or WWII), World War I (or WWI), Hitler, Nazi, 194? (i.e., any year in the 1940s), king,
queen, prince, and princess.

Slate Academy: The History of American Slavery
America's defining institution, as told through the lives of nine enslaved people.

Enroll in the college course you wish you'd taken, learning from acclaimed

historians and writers, alongside Slate's Jamelle Bouie and Rebecca Onion.

Included in your Slate Plus membership!
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The Nuance of the Gendergap Statistics
I don't often work on quantitative projects, but since publishing Gender Bias in Wikipedia
and Brittanica with Lauren Rhue I've come to appreciate just how difficult it can be to
communicate findings unambiguously. Of course, had we found that Wikipedia had no
biographies of women that would be straightforward enough. However, what we found was
a bit more nuanced and I tried to capture that in a single sentence within the abstract:

We conclude that … Wikipedia articles on women are more likely to be missing than articles on men relative to
Britannica.

I worked on that sentence for a while, trying to communicate that these findings are with respect to proportions of
missing articles and relative to Britannica, but it is easily misunderstood. For instance, Nathan Matias summarized the
paper in a recent blog posting as:

Wikipedia covers more women than Brittanica, although the Wiki is more likely to be missing articles on key
women.

I think the erroneous fragment "more likely to be missing articles on key women" is a consequence of poor
communication on our part.

That sentence in our abstract is trying to communicate the following: Wikipedia's domination of Britannica in
biographical coverage is greater for men than for women. We found this in a comparison of percentages and a logistical
regression. First, "while Wikipedia had nearly twice the number of female biographies than did Britannica (113 to 60), it
had over two and a half times the number of male biographies (673 to 254)" (p. 1145). That is, Wikipedia trounced
Britannica with respect to both men and women, but did so more so when it came to male biographies. Second, in a
logistical regression, "Male and Unknown, have non‐significant coefficients, suggesting that the influence of gender may
not be consistent across both reference works. In contrast, the Male in Wikipedia coefficient is significant, providing
evidence that gender contributes to the subject’s degree of coverage on Wikipedia" (p. 1147‐1148). We then attempted
to summarize this in the conclusion as follows:

While Wikipedia has more biographies of women than does Britannica in absolute terms (Table 1), Wikipedia
tends to be less balanced in whom it misses than is Britannica as seen in the percentages of missing articles
(Table 2) and the positive and significant Male coefficient in the logistic regression (Table 3)

So, two more comprehensible ways we might put this are:

1. Wikipedia dominates Britannica in biographical coverage, but more so when it comes to men.

2. Britannica is more balanced in whom it neglects to cover than Wikipedia.

Comments !
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Is there a bias against women’s representation in Wikipedia biographies? Thousands of 

biographical subjects from six sources are compared against the English-language 

Wikipedia and the online Encyclopædia Britannica with respect to coverage, gender

representation, and article length. We conclude that Wikipedia provides better coverage 

and longer articles, and that it typically has more articles on women than Britannica in 

absolute terms, but we also find that Wikipedia articles on women are more likely to be 

missing than are articles on men relative to Britannica. For both reference works, article

length did not consistently differ by gender.  

Introduction 

Wikipedia’s self-description as “the encyclopedia that anyone can edit” is evidence of two key 

influences. Obviously, Wikipedia is an encyclopedia. While reference works are often thought of as bland 

tomes, they are sometimes objects of contention in larger cultural debates about what deserves to be 

recognized as knowledge (Einbinder, 1964; Morton, 1994). Also, Wikipedia is a wiki, a Web-based editing 

platform made popular by those who prefer simple and open collaboration (Cunningham, 2004). Indeed, 

Wikipedia was inspired by the growing strength of the larger free/libre and open-source software (FLOSS) 

movement whereby software is shared and developed in the open. However, instead of software code, 

Wikipedians produce encyclopedic prose.  

Yet, Wikipedia also (seemingly) inherits an unfortunate trait from its reference work and technical 

ancestors: In the realm of reference work production, women’s representation as contributors and 

subjects has been slight. In her study of the Encyclopædia Britannica, historian Gillian Thomas notes that, 

as contributors, women were relegated to matters of “social and purely feminine affairs”—as stated by an 
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early 20th century editor—and were “perceived as acting as pedantic handmaidens to the wide-ranging 

sweep of male intelligence” (Thomas, 1992, pp. 18, 26). As subjects, women were often little more than 

addendums to male biographies (e.g., Marie Curie as the husband of Pierre Curie). In the realm of 

technology, the gender imbalance found in computer-related fields is exacerbated rather than mitigated. 

That is, despite a voluntary, egalitarian and meritocratic ethos, women are only a tiny fraction of 

participants, as low as 1.1% in an oft-cited FLOSS survey (Ghosh, Glott, Krieger, & Robles, 2002). One 

would hope Wikipedia would be more balanced, yet surveys indicate that women constitute around 13% of 

Wikipedians (Glott, Schmidt, & Ghosh, 2010).  

Such imbalances in participation and representation prompt us to look for indications of “systemic 

bias” in the biographical coverage of women at the English-language Wikipedia and online Britannica. In 

this article, we introduce Wikipedia, discuss gender bias in references works and technical communities, 

and examine prior work on comparative analyses of Wikipedia. Subsequently, we describe a method that 

allowed us to obtain thousands of biographies from Wikipedia and Britannica. Our analysis and findings 

are then presented via tables of percentages (of men and women whom each work covers) and 

complementary logistical regressions.  

Background 

Wikipedia 

Wikipedia’s name is a portmanteau of “wiki,” an online collaborative editing tool, and 

“encyclopedia,” itself a contraction of the Greek enkyklios and paidei, referring to the “circle of learning” of 

the classical liberal arts. Furthermore, “wiki wiki” means “super fast” in the Hawaiian language, and Ward 

Cunningham chose the name in 1995 for his collaborative WikiWikiWeb software to indicate the ease with 

which one could edit pages. (He learned of the word during his first visit to Hawaii when he was initially 

confused by the direction to take the “Wiki Wiki Bus,” the Honolulu airport shuttle (Cunningham, 2003). In 

a sense, the term wiki captures the original conception of the World Wide Web as both a browsing and 

editing medium; the latter capability was largely forgotten when the Web began its precipitous growth and 

the most popular clients (i.e., “browsers”) did not permit users to edit Web pages.  

The wiki changed this asymmetry by placing the editing functionality on the website itself. Using 

the Wikipedia syntax, one types “# this provides a link to [[Ward Cunningham]]” to add a numbered list 

item with a link to the “Ward Cunningham” article. The Wikipedia software translates this into the 

appropriate HTML and hypertext links for users to view. To create a new page, one simply creates a link to 

it, which remains red until someone actually adds content to its target destination. These capabilities are 

central to and representative of wikis.  

Women, FLOSS, and Reference Works 

The well-known gender imbalance in computer-related fields—approximately 27% female—is 

further exacerbated in the FLOSS community, with women making up about 1.1% of participants (Ghosh 
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et al., 2002; NCWIT, 2007). Likely hindrances to participation include a lack of mentors and role models, 

language usage, a male-dominated competitive world view, lack of women-centered perspectives, other 

life demands (e.g., personal time and work), scope of interests, and the identity or construal of women in 

the community (Karanović, 2008; Lin, 2005).  

The history of reference work production includes notable examples of chauvinism. Robert 

Cawdrey’s Table Alphabetical can’t help but be read today as patronizing, given that it was “gathered for 

the benefit & helpe of Ladies, Gentlewomen, or any other unskillful persons” (Cawdrey, 1604/1997). 

Centuries later, privileged women had greater access to learning and were lauded for supposed feminine 

virtues, but otherwise chauvinism persisted. John Ruskin (1910), Victorian art critic and social 

commentator, advised that women should be permitted knowledge only such that it “may enable her to 

understand, and even to aid the work of men.” That is, “a woman ought to know the same language, or 

science, only so far as may enable her to sympathize with her husband’s pleasures, and those of his 

friends” (pp. 154–155). Thomas (1992) argued that this attitude was very much reflected in Britannica’s 

articles and in the work environment of its female contributors and staff. Thomas notes that at the 

beginning of the 20th century the “Women” article can be characterized by its “evasiveness about the 

suffrage issue, but praise for women’s special moral qualities and ‘demeanor,’ the apparent credit given to 

pioneer women professionals, while at the same time describing them as ‘invaders’ of their chosen fields 

of work” (p. 39). In 1942, Mary Ritter Beard led “A Study of the Encyclopædia Britannica in Relation to Its 

Treatment of Women.” She and her colleagues found many biases and omissions. For example, their 

report noted that the article on “Song” gives the impression that “No women sang in Europe, it appears 

from this review. The contributions of nuns, in choir composition and singing, is [sic] not recognized at all” 

(Beard, Edinger, Selig, & White, 1977, p. 220).  

Furthermore, few women prominently appear in the historical record of reference works. Beyond 

those in Thomas’ work, the few exceptions are in the domain of librarians and documentalists, such as 

Suzanne Briet (Maack, 2004). Unfortunately, even Melvil Dewey’s advocacy for women in the library 

profession is marred by alleged discrimination and personal scandal (Wiegand, 1996). Thomas reported 

that of the some 1,500 authors contributing to the 11th Britannica, 35 of them were women (about 2%), 

with no woman listed among the 49 editorial advisors (1992, p. 18). Today, at least, women are visible in 

everyday tasks and positions of authority at Wikipedia, though they continue to be a minority.  

Topical Comparisons and Systemic Bias 

While there have been no large-scale comparisons of biographical coverage and gender in 

reference works, there are quality and topical coverage comparisons. For example, in a report from the 

prestigious science journal Nature, Wikipedia articles were found to contain more errors than did 

Britannica articles (Giles, 2005). With respect to topical coverage, George Bragues (2007) compared the 

biographical articles of seven prominent philosophers with authoritative reference works and found that 

Wikipedia only covers 52% on average (56% median) of topics commonly found in the other reference 

works. (No errors were found, though there were significant omissions.) Alexander Halavais and Derek 

Lackaff (2008) undertook two analyses of Wikipedia topical coverage and found that Wikipedia does well 

with respect to general knowledge (because of its size) and technical issues (likely because of Wikipedia’s 
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contributors), but it is weak on law and medicine (“the purview of licensed experts” (p. 438)). 

Furthermore, comparisons of content between different language versions of Wikipedia reveal divergences 

in interlanguage links, information boxes, and topics addressed (Adar, Skinner, & Weld, 2009; Hecht & 

Gergle, 2009, 2010).  

Among Wikipedians, the likelihood of imbalanced topical coverage has long been acknowledged. 

The “Countering Systemic Bias” WikiProject began in the fall of 2004 with discussion of how the interests 

and the demographics of its contributors affected its topical coverage (e.g., a “Western” and “geeky” 

focus). The project page notes that:  

The Wikipedia project suffers systemic bias that naturally grows from its contributors’ 

demographic groups, manifesting an imbalanced coverage of a subject, thereby 

discriminating against the less represented demographic groups. This project aims to 

control and (possibly) eliminate the cultural perspective gaps made by the systemic 

bias, consciously focusing upon subjects and points of view neglected by the 

encyclopedia as a whole. (Wikipedia, 2004, 2009c) 

Countering systemic gender bias specifically has also been a concern of the “WikiProject Gender Studies,” 

though its subproject on gender bias does not appear to be very active (Wikipedia, 2008, 2009d).  

Recent informal studies of gender imbalance indicate a Wikipedia bias. A report by John Limey 

(2010) compared the percentage of women in a sample of Wikipedia biographies (19.3%) with in an 

online biographical database (29.9%); the 10-point difference is “highly suggestive” of bias. Similarly, an 

analysis of the gender balance of people appearing on Wikipedia’s front page finds “Nine men to every one 

woman on a portal that represents the greatest easily accessible store of knowledge is outrageously 

disproportionate and unacceptable” (RMJ, 2010).  

Method 

The preceding literature prompted us to ask the following: (1) What kind of gender bias can one 

find in existing lists of notable persons; and (2) supposing incomplete encyclopedic coverage of those 

sources, how do Britannica and Wikipedia fair? That is, if both works only had biographies for 20% of a 

source’s listings, can one discern a further bias in which gender is focused upon by the reference work? 

For example, assume a source list has 100 notable persons split evenly between the genders. Because 

each reference work only has 20 articles among the 100 subjects, either work could focus on either 

gender exclusively in its coverage (i.e., 0–100%), revealing a bias.  

To answer this question, a Python program was used to find, “crawl,” and compare Web pages 

related to biographical subjects in the targeted reference works. (Unless specified otherwise, these results 

are from June 2010.) Biographical subjects were chosen from six sources: The National Women’s History 

Project (NWHP), The Atlantic’s 100 most influential figures in American history, TIME Magazine’s list of 

2008’s most influential people, Chambers Biographical Dictionary, American National Biography Online, 

(end of the extract)
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Conclusion 

Our efforts to collect and compare data across thousands of articles at Wikipedia and Britannica 

permit us to report a number of novel findings. First, with respect to article coverage and length, we 

conclude that Wikipedia has significantly greater coverage than does Britannica because the percent of 

missing articles is higher for Britannica than it is for Wikipedia; Britannica has only about 10% of the 

articles from a random sample of Wikipedia biographies (Table 2). Also, Wikipedia articles are significantly 

longer than Britannica articles (Table 4). The median article length for Wikipedia is larger than that of 

Britannica for every source list.  

Second, we take a couple of approaches in attempting to describe and compare gender 

imbalances in biographical coverage, each with their own finding. In looking at the gender imbalance in 

listings of notable persons, queries to three large comprehensive biographical databases yield 15%, 

24.5%, and 28.7% female coverage. From the biographical source lists we used, it seems that 

contemporary lists of notable persons are more likely to have more women than are older lists or those 

with more historic figures. With respect to the percentage of women in a reference work, Wikipedia and 

Britannica both roughly mirror the bias of the source list, with Wikipedia performing slightly better than 

does Britannica in most cases (Table 1). While Wikipedia has more biographies of women than does 

Britannica in absolute terms (Table 1), Wikipedia tends to be less balanced in whom it misses than is 

Britannica as seen in the percentages of missing articles (Table 2) and the positive and significant Male 

coefficient in the logistic regression (Table 3). However, gender is inconsistently correlated with article 

length (Figure 2). Although the coefficients on male subjects are significantly different from zero for 

certain deciles in the article length distribution, gender does not influence article length in the majority of 

deciles, suggesting that gender bias may not be a strong factor for article length. That is, if a subject is 

deemed notable enough to warrant inclusion in Wikipedia and Britannica, then the subjects, regardless of 

gender, may be treated similarly by the contributors.  

Overall, we find evidence of gender bias in Wikipedia coverage of biographies. While Wikipedia’s 

massive reach in coverage means one is more likely to find a biography of a woman there than in 

Britannica, evidence of gender bias surfaces from a deeper analysis of those articles each reference work 

misses. That Wikipedia’s missing articles are disproportionately female relative to those of Britannica is 

seen in a comparison of the ratio of female to male subjects in each work and in the related logistic 

regression.  

 

 

 

 

(end of the extract)
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en - As the Internet theoretically enables 
users to transcend geographical and bodily 
boundaries, it has been praised as a highly 
liberating, emancipating, and even ‘revolu-
tionary’ space. Communication technologies 
and social media such as mobile phones and 
Internet platforms promise new forms of ac-
cess to public spaces, new forms of represen-
tation and of collective organization. These 
developments are of particular interest to 
questions related to gender and decolonial-
ity, because in cyberspace differences that 
are tied to the body – such as gender or race 
– are assumed to play a lesser or completely 
different role. Cyberspace promises to provide 
a space for remappings of bodies and identi-
ties through the blurring of the artefactual 
and the natural, and through the global 
remapping of societal, market, and cultural 
structures. Nevertheless, heterosexist and rac-
ist representations and performances persist 
and are endlessly reproduced and consoli-
dated on pornographic sites, dating plat-
forms, and elsewhere. Cyberspace is no tabula 
rasa, but rather a space closely tied to the 
offline world with its related asymmetries and 
inequalities. Critical feminist cyberculture 
studies thus need to widen their analytical 
focus to a variety of factors and actors.
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Conclusion 

Our efforts to collect and compare data across thousands of articles at Wikipedia and Britannica 

permit us to report a number of novel findings. First, with respect to article coverage and length, we 

conclude that Wikipedia has significantly greater coverage than does Britannica because the percent of 

missing articles is higher for Britannica than it is for Wikipedia; Britannica has only about 10% of the 

articles from a random sample of Wikipedia biographies (Table 2). Also, Wikipedia articles are significantly 

longer than Britannica articles (Table 4). The median article length for Wikipedia is larger than that of 

Britannica for every source list.  

Second, we take a couple of approaches in attempting to describe and compare gender 

imbalances in biographical coverage, each with their own finding. In looking at the gender imbalance in 

listings of notable persons, queries to three large comprehensive biographical databases yield 15%, 

24.5%, and 28.7% female coverage. From the biographical source lists we used, it seems that 

contemporary lists of notable persons are more likely to have more women than are older lists or those 

with more historic figures. With respect to the percentage of women in a reference work, Wikipedia and 

Britannica both roughly mirror the bias of the source list, with Wikipedia performing slightly better than 

does Britannica in most cases (Table 1). While Wikipedia has more biographies of women than does 

Britannica in absolute terms (Table 1), Wikipedia tends to be less balanced in whom it misses than is 

Britannica as seen in the percentages of missing articles (Table 2) and the positive and significant Male 

coefficient in the logistic regression (Table 3). However, gender is inconsistently correlated with article 

length (Figure 2). Although the coefficients on male subjects are significantly different from zero for 

certain deciles in the article length distribution, gender does not influence article length in the majority of 

deciles, suggesting that gender bias may not be a strong factor for article length. That is, if a subject is 

deemed notable enough to warrant inclusion in Wikipedia and Britannica, then the subjects, regardless of 

gender, may be treated similarly by the contributors.  

Overall, we find evidence of gender bias in Wikipedia coverage of biographies. While Wikipedia’s 

massive reach in coverage means one is more likely to find a biography of a woman there than in 

Britannica, evidence of gender bias surfaces from a deeper analysis of those articles each reference work 

misses. That Wikipedia’s missing articles are disproportionately female relative to those of Britannica is 

seen in a comparison of the ratio of female to male subjects in each work and in the related logistic 

regression.  
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