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What is Authority?





What is Reliability?





Because of  vandalism and inclusiveness, 
Wikipedia is not “consistently good in quality or 
performance” — it’s not reliable for citing or 
making decisions.  

Wikipedia has no control of  anything, nor is it 
widely reputable (would you cite it in court with 
millions on the line?)



Wikipedia is neither reliable nor 
authoritative.

Why are We Here, Then?



Authority was needed when the cost of  reading, 
writing and research was high.

Books were expensive to write, produce and 
transport.

The people writing had to be the good and their 
output was precious.

The Internet drastically reduces the cost of  the 
production and distribution of  knowledge.



Some Facts

Iron-clad authority and reliability are 
necessary in a fewer and fewer written 

interactions today.

Authority and reliability are “built” on 
the Internet the way they are built in a 

conversation.



Authority and reliability are not assumed when 
going into a conversation.

They are more like “feelings” that grow in the 
course of  interaction.

Good behavior and past performance does 
count.



Wikipedia pages are like discussions.

Discussions have participants and have histories.

Wikipedia has ways of  allowing you to examine 
both the history of  the discussion and the 
activity of  the participants to the discussion. 



WHAT DOES THIS LOOK LIKE ON A 
WIKIPEDIA PAGE?

http://en.wikipedia.com/wiki/Francesinha
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http://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/User:Tgeorgescu
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SOCIAL INTERACTION BUILDS 
AUTHORITY/RELIABILITY



http://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Eric_Raymond
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Linus’ Law

“With many eyes all bugs are shallow.”



Some parts of  Wikipedia are reliable and high 
quality, and these usually have many and/or 
vigilant users.

Those that are not reliable (e.g. the Seigenthaler 
case), usually have few users.



Linus’ Law Restated for Wikipedia

While one person (you, the user,) can’t be watching 
all the time, you can count on there being someone 

who is there while you’re not.



Wikipedia is part of  a larger Internet world.

Wikipedia can be quickly verified against other 
and more “authoritative” sources.

Wikipedia also leads you to those sources.

It’s reason for existing is the conservation of  and 
efficient distribution of  information, not the 
certification or validation of  information.



It isn’t reliable for a short (hit and run)
consultation.

Over time, it is reliable.

You have access to the page’s history (time), 
using that you can get an idea of  how reliable 
the page is.

You have access to the number of  users making 
edits. The more users, the more likely it is that 
expert users will be editing.



WHAT DOES THIS MEAN?

No one is going to guarantee the reliability of  
Wikipedia for you.

You are responsible for making your own judgements 
about the reliability and authority of  individual pages.

If  you go through the work of  determining the 
reliability and authority of  a page, why not contribute 
back when it’s appropriate?

Sounds a little like everything else in life, right?


