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Overview

• Emergence in the Loop

• Norms

• Wikipedia

• The case research

• Findings for mechanisms of normative self-regulation
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Emergence in the Loop (EMIL)

• Three-year EC funded project (Sixth Framework 
Programme -Information Society and Technologies-
Citizens and Governance in the Knowledge Based 
Society)

• Partners
– Institute of Cognitive Science and Technology, National 

Research Council CNR-ISTC Italy

– University of Bayreuth, Dept. of Philosophy UBT Germany

– University of Surrey, Centre for Research on Social 
Simulation UNIS United Kingdom
Universität Koblenz-Landau KL Germany (

– Manchester Metropolitan University, Centre for Policy 
Modelling MMU United Kingdom

– AITIA International Informatics Inc. AITIA Hungary 
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Project aim

• understand and develop (simulation) design strategies 

to cope with the complex two-way dynamics of 

sociality, i.e. emergent and immergent processes 

– understand and manage complexity in social 

systems with autonomous agents; 

– understand how new conventions and norms 

emerge and spread in these systems; 

– study of norm innovation by means of agent-based 

simulation.
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Work Program

• Frame Ontology of norm emergence (ISTC)

• Collect Empirical data from relevant cases (Surrey)

• Build simulator capable of replicating case scenarios 
(Koblenz and AITIA)

• Run Simulations (Bayreuth)

• Reconcile empirical and simulator data (Manchester)
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What is a norm?

• Implicit

– Not consciously recognised

• E.g. Don’t sit in the front row of a lecture hall

• Explicit

– Known, but not formalised

• E.g Don’t shout

– Known and formalised

• E.g. Don’t smoke

– Known, formalised and with formal sanctions

• E.g. Don’t be violent
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What is a norm?

• Research questions

– How do norms arise?

– How do they work?

• Research difficulties

Norms are observable only ex post facto

Norms often operate in rather open, difficult to 

control social environments
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Why Wikipedia?

• Everything (i.e. records of all user communication) is 

online

• It is possible to ‘go back in time’ using History pages

• Wikipedia is very orderly, but the contributors are 

unorganised

• There are few formal roles and few sanctions

• So it seems that norms must be being used to enforce 

the order



cress.soc.surrey.ac.uk

The case study

• Discussion pages

– All Wikipedia articles have a linked Discussion 

page

– The discussion for controversial articles could get 

‘heated’

– We can see if and how the Discussion pages are 

ordered using norms
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What is a norm?

• A source of constraint (regulative norms)

– Generated by social institutions

– Obeyed by following the norm

• E.g. drive on the right!

And/or

• An emergent regularity (constitutive norms)

– Generated as a by-product of social interaction

– Treated as the ‘normal’ way of doing things

• E.g. don’t fart!
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Discussion pages

• Wikipedia pages are written and edited by ‘anyone’

• Associated with every Wikipedia page is a Discussion page

• The Discussion page is for exchanges about the main page

– For example, debates about whether text on the main page is 
properly referenced, and is ‘neutral’

• The Discussion pages of controversial pages seemed likely to be 
the sites of conflict and therefore exhibit the effects of norms

– Controversial pages are those that receive more than a 
threshold rate of edits 

• E.g. abortion, Christina Aguilera, Conservatism,Human 
Rights, Cuba
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The rules

• The Wikipedia community has developed increasingly detailed rules 
about how articles should be phrased

• 2001

– ‘there are no rules’

• 2002

– Avoid bias. Articles should be written from a neutral point of view, 

– Don't infringe copyrights.

– Wikipedia is an encyclopedia.

– Respect other contributors.

– Follow conventions.

• By 2007

– 5 key rules

– 15 rules of thumb

– 21 points of etiquette

– 42 policies
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The research question

• What is the role of the Wikipedia ‘Etiquette’ in creating 

and editing articles?

– Does it determine article content?

– Is it cited as justification when editing content?

– Is it enforced with sanctions?
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Sample

• 583 articles flagged by Wikipedia as controversial (in May 2007)

• Sampled one in 20 plus purposive sampling to ensure a more 

representative coverage

• Sub-sampled 9 of these 35, for this preliminary analysis

– Analysis is continuing on the rest

• Examined Discussion pages (some as long as 6 A4 pages of text) 

of these selected articles

• The Discussion page text is the only means that those editing 

these controversial articles have for communicating

– Every contribution is dated and signed
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Language as only means of influence

• Analysis proceeded on the assumption that social 

influence should be apparent in the linguistic utterance 

strategies employed by editors. 

• Focused on illocutionary force – i.e. the use of 

language to directly influence the behaviour of others

– Focus on the pragmatic intent of the speaker rather 

than just the content of what is said.  
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Results

• Utterances which involved a specific invocation of a norm or rule were rare (3.2%). 

– Of these, 44% were generated in response to the form or presentation of an article, 28% 
in response to an editor’s behaviour, 22% in response to an edit action and 6% an article 
fact. 

– 63% of all invocations involved specific Wikipedia rules or guidelines rather than general 
norms. 

• 65% of all utterances were phrased in a neutral or objective manner a further 22% were 
negative and 14% positive. 

– The most common positive utterance was ‘encouraging’ (39% of all positive utterances). 

• 21% of all positively phrased utterances were explicitly validated (accepted)

• 56% went unquestioned. 

• 3% of positive utterances were rejected

• 20% ignored. 

– The most common negative form was ‘dismissive’ (55% of all negative utterances) 

• 8% of negatively phrased utterances were accepted

• 24% unquestioned 

• 27% explicitly rejected

• 41% ignored.
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Results

• There are very few explicit praises, or put downs and few niceties 
like explicit acknowledgements of one another. 

• Contributors seldom refer to one another by name – the 
exchanges are rather impersonal.

• Thus the ‘Etiquette’ seem to have little influence on the character 
and style of the Discussion pages

• The quality of interaction is not at all what one would expect of a 
‘community’

• Most of the discussion proceeds without explicit invocation of the 
rules of etiquette, or any other explicit norm.

• Behaviour seems to accord with a convention that is not explicit, 
not formalised, but which is easily recognised from looking at 
previous discussion page contributions
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Principles of Wikipedia Etiquette
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A Negative Example
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A Positive Example
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Conclusions 

• Lack of evidence of following of explicit rules, even if 

such rules exist.

• Rule invocations are frequently ignored

• Lack of evidence of appealing to explicit rules, for 

justification of action, even if such rules exist

• Instead, patterns in existing text are detected and 

used as guides for action

• Suggesting analogical, rather than deductive, cognitive 

processes 
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Implications for norms

• Explicit invocation may have limited effect

• Norms communicated more by example

• norms salience may be very sensitive to individual 

goals and group identification 

• Participants use a range of cues to determine ‘rules of 

the game’ and employ a range of subtle strategies. 

– E.g ‘ignoring’, apparent neutrality to mask intent, 

breaking one norm to pursue another.  


