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Abstract

Wikidata has been critiqued for concentrating the
design and development of important parts of its
ontology in the hands of too few. If this is true,
Wikidata items and their statements contributed by
one sociocultural group may have to rely properties
and items contributed by a significantly disjoint other
group, calling into question the true representation of
the first group’s knowledge, seeing that their way-of-
knowing is not used in the knowledge representation.
This project addresses that question by an analysis of
indications of sociocultural affiliation in contributors’
user pages.

Introduction

Several authors and community members have
pointed to potential bias Wikidata, and in particular
in how Wikidata encodes ways-of-knowing into
properties and the upper ontology (e.g., Allison-
Cassin 2022; Maitreyi 2023). This may mean that not
every Wikidata contributor can express their
knowledge in its original way-of-knowing—we
formulate the following (intentionally provocative)
hypothesis:

RQ1: What measures for the sociocultural
background of Wikidata users can be constructed
based on the readily available, machine-tractable on-
wiki indications of sociocultural affinity? (e.g.,
language as a proxy for culture, ‘sociocultural world
region’, ...)

RQ2: Do those measures permit to determine
potential discrepancies in sociocultural context
between item editors or ‘upper’ editors relevant to the
respective items?

RQ3: If not, what kind of research would be
required?

RH: Wikidata item contributors do not share the
sociocultural background of the contributors of
properties, upper ontology, etc. that they use.

Or, more pointedly: “(Many) Wikidata ‘content’
contributors are forced to contribute in a ‘language’
that is not ‘their own’.”

This hypothesis is underdefined from a statistics
standpoint. The proposed research is largely
exploratory, to determine if there are
operationalizations of the hypothesis that are
answerable with available on-wiki data.

The questions to be addressed by this research are as
follows:
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Related work

The sociology of Wikidata contributors has been
researched widely, but mainly to identify ‘types’ or
‘roles’ of contributors or typical patterns of
contributions (Miiller-Birn et al. 2015; Piscopo and
Simperl 2018; Sarasua et al. 2019; Zhang et al.
2022). Some research has investigated methods for
(and risks of) determining sociographic attributes of
Wikipedia contributors (Briickner, Lemmerich, and
Strohmaier 2021).

Methods

This research will use SPARQL queries or similar
methods to retrieve properties and items of interest
(‘toward the upper ontology’) to a given Wikidata
item. Wikimedia Cloud Services or data dumps will
be used to retrieve edit histories and thus all
contributors. Various TBD methods (cf. RQ1) similar
to those by Briickner, Lemmerich, and Strohmaier
(2021) will provide information on the sociographic
background of those contributors, which will be




aggregated and compared for the given item vs. its
‘upper’ items and properties. A random sample of all
Wikidata items will be analyzed in this fashion in
order to answer RQ2. If needed, RQ3 will be
addressed with exploratory literature research.

Expected output

If RQ2 can be affirmed, this project will provide:
e amethod to compare sociocultural context
of a given Wikidata items with that of the
items and properties used in its statements
e confirmation or rejection of RH
In any case, the project will produce

e aresearch paper

e future research directions
These outputs should be particularly valuable to
communities who wish to assess whether their
representation in the item space on Wikidata is
matched by equal representation in the properties and
upper ontology representing their way-of-knowing.

Risks

This research carries certain privacy risks to Wikidata
contributors. For a discussion, see Briickner,
Lemmerich, and Strohmaier (2021). Following their
suggestion, inferred sociographic attributes of
Wikidata contributors should only be stored and be
made available on the aggregate level (i.e., across all
contributors to a given item or property).

Community impact plan

In the conduct of this research, some continuous
collaboration with the greater Wikimedia research
community will be mutually beneficial. This may
occur at hackathons, on-wiki, etc. Apart from this,
the at least one-time presentation of methods and
results in a suitable venue (conference, journal)
should be expected to stimulate future research in this
area.

Evaluation

An affirmative answer to RQ2 and thus confirmation
or rejection of RH would be a major success.
Otherwise, the identification of future research
directions, and the Wikimedia research and developer

community being able to make use of even partial
results and methods would count as some success.

Budget
[USD]
40,000 total; breakdown is as follows:

32,500 researcher/developer remuneration
3,500 open-access publishing fee
2,000 conference participation
2,000 potential 3rd-party computing-infrastructure

Prior contributions

I have over the years facilitated many discussions and
given talks about Wikidata at events organized by
Wikimedia NYC. More recently, with Provo et al.
(2021), T co-facilitated a critical discussion among
librarians about sociotechnological questions
regarding Wikidata and its use in biliographic
contexts and library instruction. At WikidataCon
2021 I presented a graphical formalism to discuss the
question of whether all knowledges are equally
representable, and all ways-of-knowing equally
represented, in Wikidata (Koenig 2021). And a
forthcoming paper (Koenig et al. forthcoming) takes
a critical look at what sets ontologies and knowledge
bases (and, in particular, Wikidata) apart from other
forms of knowledge technology and argues that a
specific kind of skillset and mindset, ‘ontology
literacy’, is required to maintain true knowledge
agency in an information context mediated by
ontologies.
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