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Wiki’s wild world
Researchers should read Wikipedia cautiously and
amend it enthusiastically.

Sometimes the stupid-sounding ideas turn out to be the ones
that take off. Almost five years ago, a free online encyclopaedia
known as Wikipedia was launched. To those familiar with the

peer-review process, the premise behind the new publication
seemed crazy: any user, regardless of expertise, can edit the entries.
It sounded like a method for creating garbled and inaccurate articles,
and many critics said so.

Fast-forward to 2005, and some of that criticism is looking mis-
placed. Wikipedia is now a huge reference source, with something
approaching a million articles in the English version alone. It’s true
that many of its entries are confusing and badly structured; some of
them are badly wrong, and sometimes the errors are deliberate. After
the discovery of an outrageously false description of John Seigen-
thaler, a former editor of The Tennessean newspaper, Wikipedia’s
publishers introduced registration in an attempt to discourage
(though it cannot prevent) “impulsive vandalism”. 

But as an investigation on page 900 of this issue shows, the accu-
racy of science in Wikipedia is surprisingly good: the number of
errors in a typical Wikipedia science article is not substantially 
more than in Encyclopaedia Britannica, often considered the gold-
standard entry-level reference work. That crazy idea is starting to
look anything but stupid.

So can Wikipedia move up a gear and match the quality of rival
reference works? Imagine the result if it did: a comprehensive, accu-
rate and up-to-date reference work that can be accessed free from
Manhattan to rural Mongolia. To achieve this, Wikipedia’s adminis-
trators will have to tackle everything from future funding problems
— the site is maintained by public donations — to doubts about

whether enough new contributors can be found to increase the 
quality of the mushrooming number of entries. That latter point is
critical, and here scientists can make a difference.

Judging by a survey of Nature authors, conducted in parallel with
the accuracy investigation, only a small percentage of scientists cur-
rently contribute to Wikipedia. Yet when they do, they can make a
significant difference. Wikipedia’s non-expert contributors are, by
and large, dedicated to getting things right on the site. But scientists
can bring a critical eye to entries on subjects they study, often high-
lighting errors and misunderstandings that others have uninten-
tionally introduced. They can also start entries on topics that other
users may not want to tackle. It is no surprise, for example, that the
entry on ‘spin density wave’ was originated by a physicist.

Editing pages is not always straightforward, as some users may
disagree with changes. In politically sensitive areas such as climate
change, researchers have had to
do battle with sceptics pushing
an editorial line that is out of
kilter with mainstream scien-
tific thinking. But this usually
requires no more than a little
patience. Wikipedia’s users are
generally interested in the rea-
soning behind proposed changes to articles. Backing up a claim with
a peer-reviewed reference, for example, makes a world of difference. 

Nature would like to encourage its readers to help. The idea is not
to seek a replacement for established sources such as the Encyclo-
paedia Britannica, but to push forward the grand experiment that is
Wikipedia, and to see how much it can improve. Select a topic close
to your work and look it up on Wikipedia. If the entry contains
errors or important omissions, dive in and help fix them. It need 
not take too long. And imagine the pay-off: you could be one of 
the people who helped turn an apparently stupid idea into a free,
high-quality global resource. ■

States is the only democracy that has risen to the challenge, and
remarkable though its achievement in this sphere has been, it has left
an ambivalent legacy. 

The Apollo programme was politically sustainable because it res-
onated with various aspects of America’s self-image as a nation that
is technologically peerless, internationally exceptional and defined
by the notion of frontiers. These resonances persist today. Few
Americans are passionately devoted to the space programme, but
many think of it, on the occasions they have cause to, with affection.
Given the great cost of its limited benefits, this popular support
seems a touch perverse. 

For any US president, the political cost of being the person who
abandons the dream of space flight outweighs the financial cost of
“keeping the dream alive” (the term under which this sort of support
for the aerospace establishment is invariably masked). At the same
time, the financial costs that would have to be borne in order dra-
matically to expand the role of astronauts in space exploration are
seen as outweighing any possible political rewards from such an
expansion. So there is a compromise: the United States is left with an
extraordinarily expensive and simultaneously rather unambitious

programme, the main purpose of which is its own continuation. 
This may not be a very good deal for US taxpayers, but it does have

benefits for the world at large. It means that human presence in orbit,
a largely symbolic matter, is not restricted to the citizens of one-party
states (China) and their cash-strapped successors (Russia, a country
which in terms of gross domestic product per capita ranks between
Chile and Malaysia). It is good to know that, if there are men and
women beyond Earth, some of
them should be from democra-
cies. But unless the US political
landscape undergoes a radical
shift, that will remain the case
whatever Europe does, and it 
is hard to see what extra value 
is to be gained by any other 
democracies deciding to join in the venture. There are better ways to 
convince the world of your technological prowess. 

The fact that the United States cannot bring itself to give up
human space flight is, at the end of the day, no reason for Europe to
join in with a programme of its own. ■

“The fact that the United
States cannot bring
itself to give up human
space flight is no reason 
for Europe to join in with 
a programme of its own.”

“Scientists can bring a
critical eye to entries 
on subjects they study,
highlighting errors that
others have unintentionally
introduced.”

15.12 Editorial NS  13/12/05  2:03 PM  Page 890

Nature  Publishing Group© 2005



<<
  /ASCII85EncodePages false
  /AllowTransparency false
  /AutoPositionEPSFiles true
  /AutoRotatePages /None
  /Binding /Left
  /CalGrayProfile (None)
  /CalRGBProfile (sRGB IEC61966-2.1)
  /CalCMYKProfile (U.S. Web Coated \050SWOP\051 v2)
  /sRGBProfile (sRGB IEC61966-2.1)
  /CannotEmbedFontPolicy /Error
  /CompatibilityLevel 1.3
  /CompressObjects /Off
  /CompressPages true
  /ConvertImagesToIndexed true
  /PassThroughJPEGImages true
  /CreateJDFFile false
  /CreateJobTicket false
  /DefaultRenderingIntent /Default
  /DetectBlends true
  /ColorConversionStrategy /LeaveColorUnchanged
  /DoThumbnails false
  /EmbedAllFonts true
  /EmbedJobOptions true
  /DSCReportingLevel 0
  /SyntheticBoldness 1.00
  /EmitDSCWarnings false
  /EndPage -1
  /ImageMemory 1048576
  /LockDistillerParams true
  /MaxSubsetPct 100
  /Optimize false
  /OPM 1
  /ParseDSCComments true
  /ParseDSCCommentsForDocInfo true
  /PreserveCopyPage false
  /PreserveEPSInfo true
  /PreserveHalftoneInfo false
  /PreserveOPIComments false
  /PreserveOverprintSettings true
  /StartPage 1
  /SubsetFonts true
  /TransferFunctionInfo /Apply
  /UCRandBGInfo /Remove
  /UsePrologue false
  /ColorSettingsFile (None)
  /AlwaysEmbed [ true
  ]
  /NeverEmbed [ true
  ]
  /AntiAliasColorImages false
  /DownsampleColorImages true
  /ColorImageDownsampleType /Bicubic
  /ColorImageResolution 450
  /ColorImageDepth -1
  /ColorImageDownsampleThreshold 1.00000
  /EncodeColorImages true
  /ColorImageFilter /DCTEncode
  /AutoFilterColorImages true
  /ColorImageAutoFilterStrategy /JPEG
  /ColorACSImageDict <<
    /QFactor 0.15
    /HSamples [1 1 1 1] /VSamples [1 1 1 1]
  >>
  /ColorImageDict <<
    /QFactor 0.15
    /HSamples [1 1 1 1] /VSamples [1 1 1 1]
  >>
  /JPEG2000ColorACSImageDict <<
    /TileWidth 256
    /TileHeight 256
    /Quality 30
  >>
  /JPEG2000ColorImageDict <<
    /TileWidth 256
    /TileHeight 256
    /Quality 30
  >>
  /AntiAliasGrayImages false
  /DownsampleGrayImages true
  /GrayImageDownsampleType /Bicubic
  /GrayImageResolution 450
  /GrayImageDepth -1
  /GrayImageDownsampleThreshold 1.00000
  /EncodeGrayImages true
  /GrayImageFilter /DCTEncode
  /AutoFilterGrayImages true
  /GrayImageAutoFilterStrategy /JPEG
  /GrayACSImageDict <<
    /QFactor 0.15
    /HSamples [1 1 1 1] /VSamples [1 1 1 1]
  >>
  /GrayImageDict <<
    /QFactor 0.15
    /HSamples [1 1 1 1] /VSamples [1 1 1 1]
  >>
  /JPEG2000GrayACSImageDict <<
    /TileWidth 256
    /TileHeight 256
    /Quality 30
  >>
  /JPEG2000GrayImageDict <<
    /TileWidth 256
    /TileHeight 256
    /Quality 30
  >>
  /AntiAliasMonoImages false
  /DownsampleMonoImages true
  /MonoImageDownsampleType /Bicubic
  /MonoImageResolution 2400
  /MonoImageDepth -1
  /MonoImageDownsampleThreshold 1.00000
  /EncodeMonoImages true
  /MonoImageFilter /CCITTFaxEncode
  /MonoImageDict <<
    /K -1
  >>
  /AllowPSXObjects false
  /PDFX1aCheck true
  /PDFX3Check false
  /PDFXCompliantPDFOnly true
  /PDFXNoTrimBoxError true
  /PDFXTrimBoxToMediaBoxOffset [
    0.00000
    0.00000
    0.00000
    0.00000
  ]
  /PDFXSetBleedBoxToMediaBox false
  /PDFXBleedBoxToTrimBoxOffset [
    0.30000
    0.30000
    0.30000
    0.30000
  ]
  /PDFXOutputIntentProfile (OFCOM_PO_P1_F60)
  /PDFXOutputCondition (OFCOM_PO_P1_F60)
  /PDFXRegistryName (http://www.color.org)
  /PDFXTrapped /False

  /Description <<
    /JPN <FEFF3053306e8a2d5b9a306f300130d330b830cd30b9658766f8306e8868793a304a3088307353705237306b90693057305f00200050004400460020658766f830924f5c62103059308b3068304d306b4f7f75283057307e305930023053306e8a2d5b9a30674f5c62103057305f00200050004400460020658766f8306f0020004100630072006f0062006100740020304a30883073002000520065006100640065007200200035002e003000204ee5964d30678868793a3067304d307e30593002>
    /DEU <>
    /FRA <>
    /PTB <>
    /DAN <>
    /NLD <>
    /ESP <>
    /SUO <>
    /ITA <>
    /NOR <>
    /SVE <>
    /ENU <FEFF004e005000470020005000520049004e005400200050004400460020004a006f00620020004f007000740069006f006e0073002e002000320032006e0064002000530065007000740065006d00620065007200200032003000300034002e002000500044004600200031002e003300200043006f006d007000610074006900620069006c006900740079002e>
  >>
>> setdistillerparams
<<
  /HWResolution [2400 2400]
  /PageSize [665.858 854.929]
>> setpagedevice




