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This article explores the relationship between linguistic
culture and the preferred standards of presenting information based on article representation in major Wikipedias. Using primary research analysis of the number of
images, references, internal links, external links, words,
and characters, as well as their proportions in Good and
Featured articles on the eight largest Wikipedias, we
discover a high diversity of approaches and format preferences, correlating with culture. We demonstrate that
high-quality standards in information presentation are
not globally shared and that in many aspects, the language culture’s influence determines what is perceived
to be proper, desirable, and exemplary for encyclopedic
entries. As a result, we demonstrate that standards for
encyclopedic knowledge are not globally agreed-upon
and “objective” but local and very subjective.

Introduction
As of 2016, there were nearly 2.2 million Wikipedians (as
contributors to Wikipedia are often called) worldwide who
had edited at least 10 times1 (the number of recently created
accounts is significantly higher, as the English Wikipedia
alone has nearly 29 million registered users).2 This fact makes
Wikipedia, or rather Wikipedias, easily the largest social
movement of humankind—never before have so many people
collaborated to create a common outcome (Jemielniak, 2014).
These Wikipedians want to create any librarian’s dream:
the systematized, free, and high-quality sum of all human
knowledge. However, it is not entirely clear what is meant by
high quality in an encyclopedia. Apart from simple accuracy
1
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of information, are more references always good? How many
photos should illustrate a given topic? What is the optimal
length of an article? Should external links be used? These
and other questions are highly relevant to a larger discussion
on the quality of knowledge and information. It is also not
clear as to what extent this presented information is culturally
influenced. Is it possible, as we naturally tend to assume, that
universal knowledge has some global standard of quality or
that perhaps some languages and related cultures have a preference for visual representation or differing referencing standards? We attempt to uncover this information in this article.
Problem Statement
Based on data from major Wikipedias from different linguistic cultures, we want to discover whether the quality of
information (that is, structured, contextualized, categorized
data) has a universally standardized character. Addressing
this problem is important, as that quality of information is
often assumed to be neutral to culture and globally shared.
However, we suspect that different language cultures may
have different understandings of what constitutes the best
quality of encyclopedic information. In particular, we speculate that the commonly expected reliance on external and
internal links, the use of images, the proportion of words
and characters to references, and other variables may differ
between different language cultures, independent of the
maturity and size of the project. If this is so, different language cultures have different standards in terms of what
constitutes a good, informative encyclopedic entry. Consequences of this phenomenon would be substantial: it would
mean that, for example, simply translating encyclopedias or
textbooks perceived as exemplary (and of the highest quality) may not result in what is considered the highest quality
in the language and culture into which the given text has
been translated.
It is important to observe that, since we study different
language versions of Wikipedias without a possibility of
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recognizing the actual country of origin of contributors, our
conclusions are limited to what is commonly shared by specific language cultures, and not national cultures (in the
cases when more than one nation speaks a given language).
Literature Review
The Wikipedia movement is largely self-organized and
relies on an ad-hoc “division of labor, because people gravitate to work they enjoy, but little hierarchy” (Ayers, Matthews, & Yates, 2008, p. 217) and is generally described as
nonhierarchical (Bruns, 2008). Unlike many other F/L/OSS
(Free Libre and Open Source Software) projects (Lakhani &
Wolf, 2003; Von Hippel & Von Krogh, 2003), participation
in Wikipedia does not help anyone improve their professional
status or career; writing an encyclopedia is not an experience
highly valued for any particular profession, and contributions
to Wikipedia are also often too compartmentalized to allow
for an easy evaluation of one’s contributions as a whole.
However, the results of this largely uncoordinated and
nonprofessional cooperation are amazing not only in terms
of quantity but also quality. In a famous 2005 study published by Nature, Wikipedia was already going head-to-head
with the Britannica encyclopedias and lexicons (Giles,
2005) in terms of the number of errors. Although at that
time the results were not only surprising but also controversial, currently the situation has become much more clear.
Wikipedia has grown to be 50 times larger than Britannica
in terms of word count,3 and Britannica went out of print in
2012. English Wikipedia’s overall linguistic readability
receives mixed evaluations (Lucassen, Dijkstra, & Schraagen, 2012; Yasseri & Kertesz, 2012), but the quality of
information, even in areas as sophisticated as, for example,
mental health, is consistently higher than other professional
encyclopedic sources (Reavley et al., 2012). It is also much
better referenced (Rivington, 2007), even if its perceived
credibility is still problematic (Flanagin & Metzger, 2011).
Considering the previously mentioned unique character
of Wikipedias, as well as its tremendous success, it is not
surprising that Wikipedia has been a topic of many academic
studies (Jemielniak & Aibar, 2016; Konieczny, 2016; Lih,
2009; Reagle, 2010). However, most of these studies thus
far have focused on the English Wikipedia (Hara, Shachaf,
& Hew, 2010), with some notable exceptions (Sundin,
2011). Most of the studies addressing the diversity of projects have also focused on the organizational and sociological
aspects, rather than actual article output differences between
languages (Konieczny, 2010; Morell, 2011; Tkacz, 2010).
The dominance of the English Wikipedia is so prevalent
that it is sometimes even misleadingly referred to as “the
Wikipedia” as if it was the only one out there. However, different communities on different Wikipedia projects (and
other Wikimedia) differ significantly. Moreover, due to the
highly nonhierarchical character of community governance,
they create their own rules independently, both in terms of
3

https://en.Wikipedia.org/wiki/WP:Size_comparisons

procedures for decision-making and decisions about article
standards, notability, etc. As a result, many observations
made only on English Wikipedia are not as global as they
are portrayed. It is quite clear, though, that there are significant cultural differences between different Wikipedias
(Pfeil, Zaphiris, & Ang, 2006) and that they are related not
only to language issues, for example, the ways in which editors interact with each other (Hara et al., 2010), but also to
more general issues, for example, accepted information
quality, collaborative innovation networks, etc. (Nemoto &
Gloor, 2011; Stvilia, Al-Faraj, & Yi, 2009).
While there are many studies focusing on different types
of topics related to the Wikipedia community and technology (Jemielniak, 2016; M€uller-Birn, Dobusch, & Herbsleb,
2013; Osman, 2013; Yuan, Cosley, Welser, Xia, & Gay,
2009), including its social construction, demographics, and
governance (Collier & Bear, 2012; Halfaker, Geiger, Morgan, & Riedl, 2013; Hill & Shaw, 2013; Jemielniak, 2015),
as well as the content itself (Halavais & Lackaff, 2008; Rad
& Barbosa, 2012; Rad, Makazhanov, Rafiei, & Barbosa,
2012; Reavley et al., 2012) and its internal rules and conflicts (Chen, 2010; de Laat, 2012; Geiger, Halfaker, Pinchuk, & Walling, 2012; Konieczny, 2009), most of them do
not rely on a cross-project analysis of different Wikipedias.
Only recently have some authors turned to multicultural
and multilingual analyses of the Wikipedia phenomena
(Jemielniak, 2013; Yasseri, Spoerri, Graham, & Kertesz,
2014). Yet there is still a significant gap in social research on
Wikipedia communities that needs to be addressed, as studying Wikipedia projects as separate entities, while informative,
does not allow the drawing of more general conclusions on
national or linguistic preferences and styles of editors and
readers. This is important because Wikipedia is arguably the
best embodiment of what people of different language cultures perceive as good, well-presented information. By studying what different Wikipedian communities consider to be
the paragon of encyclopedic entries, we delve into the cultural differences in understanding information quality in general. We already know that there are cultural differences in
the styles of contributions on Wikipedia, correlating with
Hofstede’s dimensions (Pfeil et al., 2006). It is also clear that
the standards of quality are likely enacted through collaborative communities of practice and newcomer enculturation
(Østerlund, Mugar, Jackson, & Crowston, 2016). However,
the cultural differences in what is considered a wellarticulated knowledge presentation are still undiscovered.
In our article, we attempt to partially address this issue by
analyzing data in articles that are considered among the best
in the eight largest Wikipedias (relying on Latin alphabet).
Materials and Methods
All analyzed Wikipedias have “Good” and “Featured”
articles. Both categories are entirely community-driven:
Wikipedians vote as to whether a given article is sufficiently
well developed to deserve a “Good” status, and then another
vote can decide about an even bigger promotion to
“Featured.” These statuses are not written in stone and an
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TABLE 1. List of analyzed Wikipedias with number of Featured and
Good articles.

TABLE 2. Mean and median wordcount for the studied Wikipedias.
Mean word count

Number of articles
Wiki
de
en
es
fr
it
pl
pt

All articles

Featured

Good

Ratio

2,336
4,214
1,060
1,411
574
620
630

3,742
19,895
2,953
2,158
303
1,789
640

0,62
0,21
0,36
0,65
1,89
0,35
0,98

article can be demoted as well, such as when the community
decides that it no longer matches the standards of other distinguished articles. Thus, it could be assumed that the Good
and Featured articles represent the cultural preferences of
the studied communities quite well. However, data about
these articles have not been collected in publicly available
statistical analyses or in any accessible data sets, and primary research is required to collect them.
To study the proposed problem in detail, we designed a
program that allowed us to analyze all Featured and Good
articles from the eight largest Wikipedias (Table 1) and
gathered the characteristics that statistically describe them,
particularly the number of words, characters, images, references, and internal and external links. To the best of our
knowledge, these are all the measures that are quantifiable
and possibly related to the quality of the articles.
The number of chosen Wikipedias is deliberate: at the
time of data collection, only these eight had a number of
Featured and Good articles significant enough for our analysis to be possible.
The ratio of the number of Featured to Good articles is an
interesting characteristic. In all analyzed projects, except
Italian Wikipedia, this ratio is below 100%. It suggests that
Featured articles are indeed more prestigious. A greater
number of Good articles indicate that Wikipedia editors
have lots of articles to choose from and are at liberty to
apply rigorous selection criteria. It is also interesting to note
that half of the analyzed Wikipedias have a ratio of the number of Featured to All articles between 0.08 and 0.1%. Additionally Wikipedias with the lowest numbers of articles also
have lower values of this metric. It shows that the Featured
articles are developed in a conservative manner—younger
less-developed projects do not rush to promote articles to
inflate their numbers.4
We used a crawler bot written in PHP to iterate over
every single article page, Featured or Good, in all of the
Wikipedias listed in Table 1 and gather relevant information
4

It is worth mentioning that bot edits have played an increasingly
important role in these measures and may distort the whole picture in
the future. For instance, Swedish Wikipedia doubled between September
2012 and June 2013. As a result, when compared to most other Wikipedias with a similar number of articles, articles on Swedish Wikipedia
have on average roughly half of the content of the French, German, Italian, Russian, and Spanish editions.
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Top 300 articles

Median word count
All articles

Top 300 articles

Featured Good Featured Good Featured Good Featured Good
De
En
Es
Fr
It
Pl
Pt
Sv

5,790
4,418
7,862
8,785
6,224
4,840
6,545
4,617

4,002
2,504
3,342
4,959
4,275
2,446
2,652
3,499

12,997 11,771
10,410 11,291
13,756 9,570
16,714 12,453
8,456 4,311
7,197 6,065
9,636 4,075
5,059 4,232

4,851
3,855
6,733
7,732
5,479
3,991
5,712
3,921

3,108 11,774 10,750
1,864 9,966 10,675
2,643 12,408 8,515
3,908 15,295 11,106
3,533 7,753 3,546
1,870 6,193 4,879
2,100 8,652 3,580
2,897 4,292 3,643

on April 13, 2014. To obtain the number of words as accurately as possible, we counted all the words that were within
the main body of the article in the paragraph HTML tags
(<p>).5 To obtain the number of references, we counted the
number of occurrences of the following fragment “<li
id5cite” in the article source code. The numbers of images
and internal and external links were gathered using the wiki
API to obtain the most accurate data. The API provided by
Wikipedia allows access to an article’s descriptive statistics
for any article in the database (see: https://en.wikipedia.org/
w/api.php?action 5 help&modules 5 parse). The resulting
data set contains descriptive statistics for every Featured or
Good article for the eight analyzed countries (Table 2). All
the measures (means, medians, ratios, etc.) were calculated
in R (https://www.r-project.org/).
Graphical analysis of the articles in our data set (Figure
1) shows that the number of words per article is distributed
significantly differently for Good and Featured articles. All
distributions are, as expected, strongly asymmetrical, with a
positive skew. We do observe a large difference in kurtosis,
which is higher for Good than Featured articles.
The differences in number of words between Good and
Featured articles are expected, as the first category is a
preliminary stage for the latter one. At the same time, we
observe a positive skew of the distribution of the number
of words for Good articles. Hence, there are many articles
with a high number of words that are not promoted to the
Featured category from Good despite their volume. This
observation suggests that an analysis of the articles with
the highest number of words within each group may yield
interesting findings. Therefore, we decided to also calculate all the characteristics for the 300 articles with the
highest number of word within each group (hence, Top
300).
We decided to use 300 as a basis for our top wordcount analysis for the following reasons. The number
5

We also tested the method with the total word count in the main
body of articles and it did not affect our findings. However, we chose to
use the word count of the main text, as it seems to be more representative for the quality of the article than the total number of words that can
be inflated, for example, due to large tables.
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FIG. 1.

Distribution of word count for good and featured articles collected from multiple Wikipedias.

should be as high as possible to capture the average characteristics of the articles with highest number of words
and not the size of several outliers. On the other hand, as
we wanted to focus on the right end of the distribution of
the number of words, the number of analyzed articles
should be smaller than half of the total number of articles.
The differences in the number of articles between countries (Table 1) make meeting those two criteria simultaneously next to impossible, as there are almost 20,000
Good articles in English Wikipedia and only 300 in Italian.
The number 300 is therefore a middle ground that best
meets the set criteria in most cases.
The apparent smoothness of distributions, computed
from our data set that contains values for articles from
eight different Wikipedias, could falsely suggest that the
distribution of the word count is similar across data sources. However, a closer look at the data (Table 2) clearly
shows that this is not the case. The numbers of words differ between Wikipedias with respect to the values of mean
and median as well as their difference and ratio. A more
detailed analysis is needed and will be presented in the latter part of our article.

Findings
Result 1: Wikipedias Differ Substantially in Standards
Our first important conclusion is that Wikipedias are
highly diverse in terms of editing patterns and content format. The largest Wikipedia communities vary significantly
in what they perceive as the desirable format of an encyclopedic article. Although we have not been able to analyze the
language style used across projects, for obvious reasons, we
have observed even more fundamental differences on the
level of proportions between visual and textual content, as
well as in terms of article length. Irrespective of whether we
observe Featured or Good articles or whether we analyze the
top 300 articles or all of them, there is clearly substantial
diversity between the projects in terms of the average count
of words, characters, and images.
For example, when we analyze all Featured articles,
French Wikipedia has about twice as many words, characters, or images per article compared to Polish or English
Wikipedia (Figure 2). It is a clear leader within analyzed
projects in both Featured and Good articles in all three measurementsm, with only one exception: for Good articles, it is
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FIG. 2. Word, character, and image count in Featured and Good articles for both all articles and a subset of the top 300, where results are a proportion to the leader (value 1). [Color figure can be viewed at wileyonlinelibrary.com]

second to Italian Wikipedia in terms of the average number
of images per article. The differences between Wikipedias
are also visible in the absolute number of references and
internal and external links (Figure 3). For all three characteristics, we can see that the numbers for the leading Wikipedias are approximately twice as large as for other projects
(usually the Polish, Swedish, and German Wikipedias). We
discuss the matter of references and links in more detail in
result 3 of our article.
Our findings regarding diversity among Wikipedias are
sustained even for the articles in the top 300 category. Interestingly, the results are not significantly different for the top
300. French Wikipedia is the clear leader, second only to
German Wikipedia in one category: image count in Good
articles. The only major difference in relative position is a
better standing for English Wikipedia, most likely due to the
long tail both in Good and Featured articles and the high
refinement of its top 300. The disparities are nevertheless
substantial. In fact, in the top 300 Featured articles, French
Wikipedia has 50% more words than five of the eight analyzed Wikipedias.6
6
It should be noted that the mere length of an article does not necessarily have to directly translate into its quality—after all, sometimes
shortening an article may improve its quality and readability—but we
are not analyzing these factors here.
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These observations have led us to notice that countries
also differ substantially in terms of their Good and Featured
articles’ saturation in images, references, internal links, and
external links per word count (Figure 4). After all, for a
reader, the sheer number of images (and other items) is less
important in terms of article reception than their proportion
to the text. We found that the differentiation of such saturation is also very high, and a standard deviation of these values amounts to 18–30% of the average value of a given
variable (both for all and for the top 300 Featured and Good
articles, as we have tested for top 300 previously). This
means that Wikipedias clearly have different practices of
desired proportions of these four elements. We are going to
discuss this result in more depth and present the most significant of the other five differences observed in the studies
material.
Result 2: Romance-Speaking Countries Like to Watch
Our preliminary analysis indicated that the differences
between Wikipedias are particularly strong for images. The
Wikipedias that lead in the absolute number of images stay
at the top of the rankings even when we analyze image saturation despite the large differences in word counts.
Although we do not have a strong explanation for this
phenomenon, we have observed an interesting correlation:
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FIG. 3. Number of references, internal and external links in Featured and Good articles for both all articles and a subset of the top 300, where results
are a proportion to the leader (value 1). [Color figure can be viewed at wileyonlinelibrary.com]

in terms of the total number of images per an average top
300 Featured article, Romance-speaking countries occupy
the first, second, fourth, and fifth places. For the top 300
Good articles, they have the first and third places. When all
Featured articles are considered, they take the top four positions. They also have the first two positions when all Good
articles are considered. Romance-speaking countries also
occupy the first two positions in terms of image saturation
for all four categories.
More specifically, our data suggest that, for example,
Italians apparently have a strong affinity for images, while
the French tend to describe all phenomena in detail.
Because both the absolute average number of images and
article saturation in images are clearly higher, we can
speculate that the encyclopedic culture of these countries
relies to a larger extent on a visual than a textual layer of
communication.
Result 3: Different Approaches to References and
Internal and External Links
As mentioned before, both the saturation and the absolute
numbers of references and internal and external links are
highly diverse (Figures 3 and 4). For references, there is no
one big grouping of projects in any category: not in absolute
numbers and, what may be more important, not in saturations.

The situation is fairly similar for external links, although we
can see one grouping in saturation for the top 300 Good
articles. For the internal links, however, the projects are much
closer together, with very clear groupings in saturation. We
discuss these differences in more detail below.
French Wikipedia is the leading project in terms of absolute
number of references. On average, it has twice as many as the
least advanced Wikipedias in this criterion. It is the leading
project in this category for Featured articles, and it takes the
second place for Good articles (Figure 3). In absolute numbers, it dominates six out of seven other projects in all four categories. However, the picture is very different when we look
at saturations, where French Wikipedia is always very close to
the mean saturation of references (Figure 4).
Interestingly, English Wikipedia, highly regarded for its
references, places as low as fourth in the ranking for absolute number of references, when we look at all Featured and
Good articles. It is, however, leading for Good articles and it
is close to the leader for Featured in the 300 group (Figure
3). We explain this difference by the fact that English Wikipedia is more mature than other projects, and especially its
top 300 Good articles are basically more developed than the
top 300 Good articles in other projects. Moreover, it is leading in all four categories in terms of saturation (Figure 4).
These results suggest that the reputation for references of
English Wikipedia is indeed deserved, despite the fact that
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FIG. 4. Saturation in images, references, internal links, and external links per word count in Featured and Good articles for both all articles and a
subset of the top 300, where results are a proportion to the leader (value 1). [Color figure can be viewed at wileyonlinelibrary.com]

not all English Featured and Good articles are extensive in
volume. This result may indicate that English Wikipedia’s
Featured articles are well-developed and mature (as mentioned, sometimes a shorter article is more difficult to
develop than a lengthy one).
Swedish Wikipedia is a visible outlier when we look at
the references. It is in the last position or close to the bottom
in absolute count in all four categories, and in saturation for
Good articles. It is closer to the mean saturation of references only for Featured articles. The situation is fairly similar
for external and internal links as well. This observation indicates that while the editors of Swedish Wikipedia may have
expanded it in terms of sheer article count (which is a measure referenced by Wikipedians and a source of common
pride), they have not been as successful in matching the
referencing standards of other major projects. This result
also signals that our choice of eight top Wikipedias makes
sense: the smallest one studied (Swedish) is already an outlier, as it has made a stretch to match the leading ones in
terms of article count.
In the analyzed group German Wikipedia is another project worth mentioning. Despite the fact that it is the second
largest in terms of the number of All, Featured, and Good
articles, and that it can be considered a well-developed and
mature project, it is dead last in saturation of references in
2466

all four categories. It also takes the last place for Featured
and Good articles for all articles. Additionally, this project is
also the last in saturation of both external and internal links
in all four categories. We do not have a good explanation of
this phenomenon, besides a cultural one: perhaps the editors
of German Wikipedia basically put less emphasis on
referencing.
When we look at external and internal links, the Portuguese Wikipedia is somehow peculiar. When we look at the
saturation, Portuguese Wikipedia is at the top or very near to
it in all four categories for both external and internal links.
Moreover, for external links it is leading by a large margin.
It would seem that its editors value links in general, and perhaps treat them as a useful extension of the article more than
on other Wikipedias.
The rankings of other countries for external and internal
positions are less distinctive. One minor, although interesting, observation is that internal links seem to be easier and
more common to generate than external ones (the difference
from the leader is smaller than in the case of references and
external links), or standards in their creation are much more
uniform across projects, possibly due to common suspicion
of external links as possible tools of promotion. This result
is also confirmed in Figure 4 when the saturation per number
of words is considered (the distance to the leader is the
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FIG. 5.

Proportion of the number of words, characters, and images in Featured to Good articles. [Color figure can be viewed at wileyonlinelibrary.com]

smallest in internal links, and all results cluster around two
values). The top six Wikipedias, when top 300 Featured
articles are compared, have a relatively similar number of
internal links (Figure 3). Only Polish and Swedish Wikipedias are clearly behind. This observation indicates that the
best-developed articles stabilize across projects, with a relatively similar number of internal links.
The previous statement does not hold true for references
and external links however, as in these areas projects are
much more diversified. This may be somewhat surprising,
especially in terms of references. After all, the rules of Wikipedias require proper sourcing of all information. Apparently, however, what is “proper” and sufficient differs
across countries. To confirm these differences as project-,
and possibly language culture-dependent, we compared the
results for the top 300 Featured articles with all Featured
articles (Figures 3 and 4). Although the ranking of Wikipedias occasionally varies, the shapes of the curves remain
similar. We clearly see, for instance, that French Wikipedia
is comparatively much more reliant on references than external links, quite unlike Portuguese Wikipedia (whose reliance
on external links is even more visible when all Good articles
are considered). Interestingly, the analyzed articles from
German Wikipedia are the least saturated in references in all
categories.
All in all, a relative position of Wikipedias is quite stable
and there are only minor changes in rankings when ordered
by average number of references and internal and external
links and when compared in ranking by total number of
words, characters, and images in all Featured articles

(Figures 2 and 3). French Wikipedia is the clear leader in
four categories and is very close to the leader in one more.
English Wikipedia’s lowest position in terms of an average
word, character, and image count for all Featured articles
may come as a surprise. Apparently, their Featured articles
are typically two times smaller than the leader in the
category.
Result 4: Featured and Good Articles Differ
Substantially but Not in the Top 300
The substantial differences in the development of Wikipedias can also be observed between Featured and Good
articles within projects. When all Featured and Good articles
are considered, the Featured ones are significantly larger by
30–140% (Figure 5). This result suggests that Featured
articles are much better developed on average than Good
ones.
However, when just the top 300 Featured and Good
articles are considered, the differences decrease strongly
(with an exception of Italian and Portuguese Wikipedias).
This suggests that different countries have different standards for Good and Featured articles: Italians and the Portuguese seem to grant less developed articles a Good status
such that even the most developed in this category are still
significantly less developed than the best Featured ones. For
other Wikipedias, the proportions are less surprising. Again,
English Wikipedia stands out: the top 300 Good articles on
English Wikipedia are larger in terms of words, characters,
and the number of images on average than the top 300 Featured articles (Figure 5). This could signify that the
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FIG. 6. Proportion of saturations of the number of images, references, internal and external links in Featured to Good articles. [Color figure can be
viewed at wileyonlinelibrary.com]

transition of an article from the Good to the Featured category on English Wikipedia is not easy, and also that it is not
enough to be well-developed to become Featured. As
observed before, English Wikipedia appears to be the most
mature and has higher saturation in many of the studied indicators, even if it has a smaller article size.
Result 5: Saturation Is Similar in Good and Featured
Articles
Quite interestingly, we can observe significant differences between absolute length and the development of Featured and Good articles within projects. For instance, on
average, a Featured article on Portuguese Wikipedia has 2.5
times more words than a Good one; on Polish Wikipedia,
twice as many; etc. Nevertheless, when proportions of saturation between Featured and Good articles are considered,
they are close to 1 (although typically below 1, as Figure 6
shows, which indicates that the Good articles still need to
catch up to the Featured ones in terms of text development).
Featured articles may be twice as long as Good ones, but the
proportions of images, references, and internal and external
links remain stable.
Additionally, Wikipedias are consistent in terms of their
style: saturation in images, references, and internal and
external links is relatively stable when Featured and Good
articles are compared within each of the projects. When we
analyze the saturation in the number of images, references,
and internal and external links in Featured articles as a proportion of Good ones, that proportion is generally close to 1
(Figure 6). This result clearly indicates that there may be
national (or rather, language culture-dependent) styles of
Wikipedias; preferred proportions of images, references, and
internal and external links to the word count of an article are
project-dependent.
When the top 300 Featured and Good articles for each
Wikipedia are considered, the proportions of saturation are
also stable and even closer to 1. This suggests that the differences in saturations between Wikipedias are not a result of
the stage of development or hours of work applied to the
2468

articles, but rather come from the differences in language
culture among the editors. Language culture styles of Wikipedias are quite consistent within and between Featured and
Good, although there are significant differences between
them.
Result 6: Saturation Is Stable and So Is the Ranking
Order
The differences in the average sizes of Good and Featured articles between Wikipedias are, as described above,
are substantial (Figures 2 and 3). However, it is interesting
to note the degree of these differences. Despite large variations in the saturation of images, links, and references
between projects (Figure 4), the ranking order of Wikipedias
in the absolute numbers does not change to a great extent.
The ranking of a project almost never changes by more than
1 within each category in terms of the number of words, characters, or images. Or to put it differently, the lines in Figure 2
do not often cross. The situation is similar for references and
links, although the ranks are slightly more variable (Figure
3). For example, Italian Wikipedia has the highest saturation
of images for top 300 articles by far but ranks only 4th and 5th
in the total number of images for Featured and Good articles,
respectively (in the top 300). What is more, the leaders in top
300 Good articles (Germany and France) have 70% more
images than Italian Wikipedia on average.
This result confirms and strengthens our observation that
there are clearly different cultural norms between Wikipedias in terms of what is considered a paragon article and that
the saturation in images, references, and links, as well as
average word count, relies, to large extent, on local community perceptions of what is proper and right in this respect.
Discussion
In our study we have shown that the articles differ significantly between respective projects, not only in terms of
word and character count but also in terms of relative saturation of images, references, and internal and external links.
This is an important discovery, as knowledge is often
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perceived as relatively easily translatable and universal.7
However, it seems that at least the standards of a high quality of knowledge vary substantially across language cultures.
This phenomenon is perfectly exemplified through a closer
look at Wikipedia. Although Wikipedias in different languages are often considered similar, especially if they are of
comparative size, they still display substantial differences
(Sundin, 2011). Some of these differences, such as the average top article length (in terms of its number of words or
characters) can possibly be attributed to the stage of development of each of the projects. Similarly, there will be obvious differences in terms of areas covered and what is
considered important and notable. For instance, most countries will cover their national heroes in greater detail.
However, some differences, such as the aforementioned
saturation in images, references, or links (internal and external) per length of an article, which should theoretically probably be standardized and global, seem to be clearly linked to
language culture preferences. These results indicate that
quality standards, in terms of what is perceived as exemplary
for an encyclopedic article, vary substantially depending on
language and its culture. These findings are meaningful, as
typically the quality of information is not perceived as something local and language culture-dependent. The results of
our study may suggest that not only, as Barbara Czarniawska
and Guje Sev
on (Czarniawska-Joerges & Sevon, 2005) note,
are ideas translated rather than simply diffused (Latour,
1993; Rogers, 1983), but also the very process of direct
translation of knowledge is difficult (Estabrooks, Thompson,
Lovely, & Hofmeyer, 2006) due to different cultural
expectations.
More research is needed to more precisely confirm and
verify the preferences of different language cultures for different information formats and standards. Our study is also
obviously limited to the languages we have chosen, and the
very fact that we rely on Wikipedia may already carry a certain bias (for instance, Wikipedias in all languages typically
rely on more references than “professional” encyclopedias).
Additionally, because our study relies only on a quantitative
analysis, it is limited in its possible explanations of the studied phenomena and a follow-up qualitative study, focusing
on the reasons for the described preferences, would definitely be enlightening, as would be approaching this fascinating topic from the fields of psychology and anthropology
(Atran & Medin, 2008).
Conclusions
What makes a good encyclopedic article? What is a good
representation of knowledge? Apparently, there is no one
size of structured, contextualized, and categorized data (that
is, knowledge) that fits all. Not only are there cognitive
7

This common misconception has often been refuted by the
researchers from Science and Technology Studies (STS), who have
shown how seemingly universal knowledge is, in fact, very much
culture-dependent and subjective (Latour, 1999; Latour & Woolgar,
1979).

differences between language cultures and clear preferences
for abstract or concrete phrasing of information (Rau,
Choong, & Salvendy, 2004), but the nature of understanding
what makes a good description of a given phenomenon is
culture-dependent.
As we have shown, different languages and cultures
require different representations of knowledge, which go
beyond just the issues of adequate language translation and
are related more to the formatting, proportions, and the style
of article construction. The very expectations of what justifies and grounds the presented sentences well enough to
consider them solid and proven vary significantly. As a
result, what one culture may perceive as meeting its high
quality standards, another may not. The importance of this
fact for computer-mediated communication and for library
and information sciences is high.
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