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ABSTRACT
Common ground. Shared interests. Collective goals. Much has been said about the power of technology to bring people together around commonalities to form groups, teams, and communities.  Yet, the same technologies can also be used to bring together individuals with fundamentally irreconcilable differences.  In these cases, the question is not how to construct systems that build on commonality, but rather how to manage artifacts that by their very nature provide affordances for conflict.  In this paper we examine how Biographies of Living Persons (BLP) in Wikipedia exemplify contentious objects, both in terms of their features and their consequences.  We draw from discussions of risk management and resilience to outline four approaches that groups can use to manage contentious objects (risk avoidance, risk minimization, threat reduction, and conflict management).  Description of the policies, structures, and systems surrounding Biographies of Living Persons in Wikipedia illustrate how application of these approaches enable the creation and existence of large collection of contentions objects, without undermining the viability of the larger socio-technical system.   
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1. INTRODUCTION

On May 26, 2005, an anonymous individual created a page on Wikipedia profiling John Seigenthaler Sr., an American writer, journalist, and political figure. This profile asserted, incorrectly, that Seigenthaler had spent substantial time in the Soviet Union, started a major public relations firm, and was believed to have been involved in the assassinations of John F. and Robert Kennedy. The inaccurate profile remained in place for four months, until September 2005, when it was brought to Seigenthaler’s attention by his son Jon Seigenthaler, Jr. Although attempts to correct the profile were initially overridden by editors who believed that the revised materials had been inappropriately copied, the biographic page was ultimately revised in October 2005. However, in subsequent, widely publicized editorial comments, Seigenthaler raised significant questions about the veracity, structure, and implications of the existence of Wikipedia as a public information source about individuals [48].  
Permission to make digital or hard copies of all or part of this work for personal or classroom use is granted without fee provided that copies are not made or distributed for profit or commercial advantage and that copies bear this notice and the full citation on the first page. To copy otherwise, or republish, to post on servers or to redistribute to lists, requires prior specific permission and/or a fee.

iConference 2011, February 8–11, 2011, Seattle, WA, USA.

Copyright © 2010 ACM 978-1-4503-0121-3/11/02…$10.00. 
At approximately the same time, Daniel Brandt, a well-known privacy advocate, began a campaign to remove a biography of himself from Wikipedia. Unlike Seigenthaler, Brandt did not allege that the page describing him was inaccurate. Instead he argued that it was incomplete and that he should have control over its content. Brandt also felt that some of the information was written in a biased or amateurish fashion, specifically citing a section which stated that he “claimed” to be an activist. The response from the Wikipedia community reemphasized that only sourced statements were and could be included in the biography of Brandt. At its core this debate centered on the issue of whether the subject of a biography (i.e., Brandt) has a “right” to control or shape how he or she is presented in Wikipedia and ultimately whether a subject has the “right” to compel the removal of a page from Wikipedia.  In other words, can an individual “opt-out” of being written about?  The result of this multiyear debate is that no page about Daniel Brandt exists in Wikipedia, and many of the records of the discussion and earlier versions of the debate itself have either been removed completely or hidden from public view.

The events surrounding the biographies of John Seigenthaler and Daniel Brandt were notable within the development of Wikipedia. Both incidents posed threats to the legitimacy of Wikipedia and required a significant amount of organizational time and effort to address. The Seigenthaler incident focused outside attention on the authorship and access control practices of Wikipedia and questioned the reliability of its articles’ contents. In December 2005 James Wales, one of the co-founders of Wikipedia, engaged in public discussion of issues related to biographic information in interviews with Seigenthaler on CNN and National Public Radio, explaining to the outside world that Wikipedia is generally reliable, but that it is somewhat vulnerable to practices of individual editors. The Brandt page and the associated conflict also had a significant, though largely internal, impact. The Wikipedia page on Brandt was nominated for deletion 14 times before finally being deleted. Over 90,000 words were created on the page where the deletion was discussed, and more were generated in associated discussion pages and user profile pages. The conflict also resulted in the blocking of Brandt as an editor in Wikipedia, resulting in a further extended debate that required time and attention from a variety of individuals.

The Seigenthaler and Brandt incidents illustrate how public biographies of living persons (BLP in Wikipedia) can act as contentious objects in which are embedded elements and agendas that are the basis for conflict. While not the only type of contentious object in Wikipedia, a page discussing a biography of a living person provides a potential flashpoint because it necessarily draws together stakeholders with often irreconcilable agendas around a malleable artifact. Because the page is a biography, it creates an environment primed for conflict and disagreement arising from the different perspectives held by the diverse stakeholders involved, (e.g., the Wikipedia community, the individual authors, and the subjects of the biographies).

Managing biographies of living persons, and other contentious objects, is a challenge because of the potential detrimental consequences, such as wasted time, impugned reputations, and legal threats. The creation and maintenance of pages about living persons is inherently risky, and the risk has grown in intensity as Wikipedia has become more prominent as an online encyclopedia and biographies of living persons have emerged as an important type of content. Wikipedia must manage and control the level of risk it undertakes when creating, maintaining, and publishing biographies of living persons. 
Generally, as more organizations seek to create and maintain online collections, the frequency and impact of contentious object creation is expected to increase. While it is tempting to assume that digital artifacts will always function as points of commonality pulling together likeminded individuals, many cases occur where the malleability, visibility, and importance of digital objects can lead them to act as contentious object.  As a result, managing not just the maintenance of the collection, but also the risk associated with the component artifacts, becomes a significant concern.      
This paper examines how Wikipedia manages a particular class of contentious objects (BLPs) and their associated risks. The next sections of this paper will describe biographies of living persons articles, develop the concept of a contentious object, explain how Wikipedia manages the risks associated with BLPs, discuss the implications for other organizations faced with the challenge of creating and maintaining similar collections, and describe approaches for rendering them less flammable.
2. BIOGRAPHIES OF LIVING PERSONS
Wikipedia is an online encyclopedia founded by James Wales and Larry Sanger on January 15, 2001 [20]. It relies on a model of open collaboration, where any individuals, voluntarily contribute and edit articles on just about any topic.
Like all Wikipedia articles, BLP articles can be created and edited by any person, whether registered on Wikipedia as an official editor or not. A well-constructed BLP contains sourced information about an individual’s history, career, accomplishments, etc. Its content is expected to be shaped by Wikipedia’s core content policies of Neutral point of view (NPOV), Verifiability (V), and No original research (NOR). It is to be neutral in tone. The information contained in an article should be verifiable; it must be based on reliable, secondary sources that are included in the articles in the form of citations. A BLP is considered to be well-formed when it is not biased for or against the subject; it should not exaggerate or understate the subject’s notability, nor should it attack the subject. A reasonable BLP is not based on original research (i.e., the editor must not be the primary source for the information) or on gossip or innuendo. Self-published work and information provided by the subject are not considered appropriate source material. The ideal BLP is a well-written, objective presentation of objective facts about publically significant individuals. 
Over time, the number and prominence of BLP articles within Wikipedia have increased. There are close to 450,000 biographies of living persons pages in Wikipedia [19], accounting for 15% of the articles in the English language Wikipedia, a 97% change since July 2006 [44]. While BLPs are not the majority of the articles, they are a significant category which is expanding rapidly. 
At the same time, Wikipedia has grown in visibility and prominence. The number of articles in Wikipedia now exceeds 3 million, with more than 300 million total edits over 12 million registered editors [13]. The audience for Wikipedia has also grown substantially. In March 2009 there were 327 million unique visitors to Wikipedia out of a potential worldwide audience of 1.09 billion [33]. This user traffic is facilitated by high level of integration between Wikipedia content and the rest of the WWW, reflected in the estimated 2.6 million external links to the English Wikimedia pages [31] and the prominence of Wikipedia content in Google searches. Wikipedia is a highly visible, widely accepted information source with global reach.
The increase in Wikipedia’s prominence has brought to the fore the impact of BLP articles. BLP articles, in addition to being mundane information artifacts, are also social artifacts that can enhance or undermine individuals’ reputations. As the number of people using Wikipedia articles has grown, so too have the potential benefits and drawbacks for the subjects.

While print-based encyclopedias and other traditional information collection may have had articles about living people, they have been relatively rare and chosen on the basis of marked notability: the leader of a country, a Nobel Prize winner, the first person to set foot on the moon. Wikipedia’s technology has changed this frequency by reducing reproduction costs, eliminating the need for physical storage, and shrinking production cycles from months and years to minutes and hours. Online articles can now be created by anyone with little concern for space. They can be written and revised in rapid iterations. The impact on biographies of living persons in Wikipedia is that what used to be a tightly controlled artifact, created for a very small number of subjects, can now be created for and about anyone. An aspiring actress with few achievements can create her own entry in Wikipedia in hope of moving from herself from an occasional mention in the back pages of a newspaper’s art section to prominence on the Internet where Google searches produce Wikipedia articles first.   Conversely, a local politician might take steps to remove some or all of an online biography in order to stay hidden from information seekers.  Yet, rarely do individuals seeking to control public presentations of themselves and others have the goals of neutrality, comprehensiveness, and verifiability that are expected of authors within Wikipedia community.  
Because of Wikipedia’s visibility, the malleability of collectively created and maintained digital artifacts and the conflicting agendas, BLP articles are instances of potential conflict. While the Seigenthaler Incident was a highly publicized case of the misalignment of Wikipedia’s stakeholders’ agendas, it is neither the first nor the last. At issue for Wikipedia, therefore, is a fundamental tension between the desires of some within Wikipedia to present material in a particular fashion (neutral, comprehensive, verifiable, etc.) and those  of the subjects and others to control the  content, tone, and focus of a highly visible, credible, public profile. 
As Wikipedia has grown more prominent, this tension has intensified. In paper-based encyclopedias the collection of individuals who could select or change articles was limited. While this might have created biases, the potential for visible conflict was reduced. Furthermore, since authors and editors were professional, common standards were relatively easier to maintain. With the advent of Wikipedia, however, the concerns of the subjects of articles have emerged as a significant factor in content development and maintenance. It is in the best interest of the individuals to have themselves represented in the best possible light. These interests complicate management of the collection because anyone can change articles; editing is not restricted to a bounded set of specially selected authors and editors. As a result, while some editors may be disinterested fact gatherers, the ability to modify the artifact is also open to a subject’s advocates and promoters, enemies and detractors, as well as to the subject him or herself. Instances of activity by advocates include editing of Wikipedia entries by Congressional staff members on political figures, such as Marty Meehan, Norm Coleman, Conrad Burns, Susan Collins, and Joe Biden, to present them in a more favorable light [19]. In a reverse instance, as noted on Wikipedia’s page on its self history, the Wikipedia entry on a Turkish historian, Taner Akçam, described him falsely as a terrorist, leading to unjust interrogation by intelligence officers at the Montreal airport in 2006 [23].
A tension develops around BLPs because, while Wikipedia may collectively seek to provide profiles in one form, BLP subjects may prefer another. BLPs create a context within which the differing goals of the stakeholders necessary co-exist. BLP articles bring together people with differing objectives and agendas, and yet force them to “collaboratively” work on a single artifact. They will not agree with each other. But they will construct a single artifact. No matter what their perspectives or to what degree these perspectives diverge, the editors are all creating and changing the same article. Thus, BLPs have embedded within them the elements for and the risk of conflict.

3. CONTENTIOUS OBJECTS
Seeing conflict between groups is an established research approach [8, 46, 51]. Tensions between and within groups are seen as faultlines [41, 47], gulfs [2], and conflictways [43]. Much research on boundaries identifies conflict that arises between two groups that do not share common knowledge [6] and focuses on how those conflicts are resolved in order to permit work and communication to function properly. 
In addition to general research on conflict, research has focused on conflict in Wikipedia in particular. This work explores the causes of conflict, such as goal differences between groups [50] through desires to exert control [52, 53] and misbehavior by members through vandalism [10], as well as the nature of conflict [7, 44, 55]. Much research has examined the resolution of conflict through coordination [36, 37, 38], consensus [3, 39, 44] and policy formation [3, 9, 39]. General work on conflict and work on conflict in Wikipedia identifies sites of conflict, but focuses on the resolution of that conflict with the assumption that conflict must dissolve for progress to be made. 
This paper argues instead that, not only does conflict arise largely through differences in goals between and within groups [11], but it is unresolved [49] and focused within one object or artifact, what we are calling contentious objects. Contentious objects are elements in a social organization that serve as a common field of activity but within whose activities contain elements of unrealized conflict. Work continues within these spheres of contention in spite of the risk of conflict or the degree of impact that conflict might entail. 

BLP articles are contentious objects because they are flashpoints for potential conflict. The tension between the individual who is the subject of a BLP article and the Wikipedia community could erupt into open conflict across the boundary between Wikipedia and the outside world. BLPs have as their subject individuals who are affected by public statements about themselves. As such they have an interest in controlling how and whether they are presented. Some subjects don’t want to be visible at all. Those subjects who want to be visible, want a presentation that reflects their self-view and interests. At the same time, Wikipedia’s collective resources are best used when a page is as widely referenced and read as possible, a more likely outcome when its content is perceived as non-partisan (i.e., based on NPOV, proper sources, etc.). Hence a BLP must be at once maximally visible—“neutral”—and boundedly visible—favorable. (This can happen with other topics/types of pages – but it must happen with BLPs).

Conflict focused on BLPs is clearly an active force in Wikipedia, both between the organization and the outside world, and within Wikipedia itself. The Seigenthaler Incident is a prime example of conflict between Wikipedia and the outside. In an editorial in USA Today, John Seigenthaler complained about the lack of recourse for inaccurate depictions of subjects of Wikipedia articles. “We live,” he said, “in a universe of new media with phenomenal opportunities for worldwide communications and research -- but populated by volunteer vandals with poison-pen intellects. Congress has enabled them and protects them” [48]. He acknowledges here the new technology afforded by Wikipedia, yet decries the loss of legal options for addressing defamation. The language in this article is rippingly aggressive, a sign of his frustration with so few options for reclamation, with words like “assassination,” “malicious,” “scurrilous,” “malice,” and “toxic,” among others. 

BLP articles are also potential stages for eruptions of tensions within the Wikipedia organization between two major factions: the inclusionists and exclusionists. The inclusionists believe that since Wikipedia does not face the constraints of the paper-form encyclopedias, it should include just about anything, including nontraditional articles on lists of Harry Potter characters or anime figures. The exclusionists want to maintain high standards for articles to be placed in Wikipedia and want the categories of those articles to be more conventionally encyclopedic.

An example of conflict between factions within the Wikipedia community arose several months ago when several editors decided that the encyclopedia should include no articles on living persons devoid of appropriate supporting source materials [17]. Users Scott MacDonald and Lar began a campaign in January 2010 to delete unsourced and inadequately sourced BLP articles, much to the consternation of other Wikipedia editors [15]. 

BLPs as contentious objects suggests 1) that identifying locations of conflict is not the challenge for research, as the underlying components of conflict are always present, and 2) that resolving conflict, reaching true consensus with all perspectives in alignment, is not feasible. Hence, it is important to understand the nature of contentious objects, how organizations manage the levels and degrees of risk, and what strategies they develop to address them because conflict never resolves; it persists, yet work does get done.
4. STRATEGIES FOR MANAGEMENT OF CONTENTIOUS OBJECTS
Organizations face risks of many types: operations can be disrupted, facilities can be inundated, systems can fail, etc. Organizations can manage risks in a variety of ways: avoid the risky environment entirely (risk avoidance), choose to engage in situations where the risk is lower (risk minimization), take steps in anticipation of certain outcomes to reduce risk (threat management), or prepare measures to be taken to respond quickly and effectively so that the impact of the damage will be curbed (impact containment). Wikipedia approaches risk in these four ways. 
The innovation created by Wikipedia caused open and direct conflict with its audience—those lacking the notability to keep articles on the Encyclopedia, those disliking the loss of privacy that the Encyclopedia affords, those disturbed by the inaccuracies both intended and unintended in article content, but also those within the organization who are concerned about the quality of the content and the professionalism of the editors. Wikipedia reduces the threat of contention by creating guidelines and policies for article creation. Formed in December 2005, the Biography of living persons policy laid out guidelines for the Wikipedia community for clearer determination of what standards articles about living subjects must meet to merit inclusion in the encyclopedia. These included measures of the notability of the subject, external verifiability of the subject’s achievements and the neutrality of the author toward the subject [14]. How this policy and other policies and guidelines affect BLP articles explains how Wikipedia addresses risk.
Risk Avoidance

Risk avoidance is the active proscription of a behavior, in this case, the prohibition of articles that might have contention embedded within them, but in order to prohibit articles, the conflict that they might incur must be specified and defined. One measure that a group can take to avoid events of open conflict is by not including articles of certain types, like pornography. 
To avoid risk Wikipedia could ban articles on living persons in the encyclopedia. Interestingly, no member of the Wikipedia community appears to have suggested this approach, an indication of the group’s assumption of at least minimal risk for all BLP articles.

Wikipedia’s effort at risk avoidance is reflected in definitions of what types of articles may or may not be included in the encyclopedia. A core policy in Wikipedia is “What Wikipedia is not,” its title indicating its avoidance of contention. It lays out clear-cut gauges of exclusion by prohibiting research papers, travel guides, or instruction manuals, among others. In clear risk avoidance, the Community section of the policy states that Wikipedia is neither an “anarchy,” nor a “battlefield,” indicating its concern to ban conflict but its acknowledgment of the potential for conflict.

Risk Minimization
Risk Minimization occurs when the risk of threat is unknown, but the organization would like to avoid doing anything that might provoke it; nothing controversial, in short, has happened yet. Stopping short of complete prohibition, an organization can set up guidelines to minimize the danger of conflict. Risk minimization is the permission to create contentious objects in situations where the risk is inherently low. Conflict that might arise in situations of low risk would have minor or trivial impact on individuals or on the group. 
For Wikipedia, risk minimization involves permitting the creation of BLP articles where the risk of conflict among stakeholders is low, that would involve no more than minor irritations and no long, effortful discussions. For BLP articles, risk minimization would permit select BLP articles where there is less disagreement over whether or not the biography should be included. Wikipedia illustrates their use of risk minimization strategy by setting clear standards for inclusion and establishing notability thresholds, that articles can be included in the encyclopedia if they are worth it (i.e., the subjects are well-known and have been known for some time) and if they are less likely to have problems with conflict (i.e., the articles rely on unbiased sources).
Notability

In BLP the Notability guideline serves a risk management function. This guideline is Wikipedia’s attempt to specify and define which individuals should be profiled and which should not, a subset, in other words, of the possible BLPs that Wikipedia is willing to take a risk on. In this guideline, Wikipedia has, therefore, created open statements about whether something deserves to exist as a separate article. Within Wikipedia the Notability guideline states that in order for an article on a living person to be included in the encyclopedia, that person must be known for “significant” contributions over time. Clearly defined notability thresholds are established for categories of living people, from movie stars to academics. Articles should not be included in the encyclopedia on people who are notorious for only one minor event, nor on people who are only known for being related to a notable individual. Simply being an actor is not sufficient for inclusion on Wikipedia; it is necessary to have gained media attention or won certain types of national awards for one’s work to merit inclusion. 

Wikipedia suggests that if editors writing BLP articles are unclear about the Notability of their subjects, they should post them on a tailored “Notability Noticeboard.” Other editors in the community vet the postings to provide an internal review board of notability measures alone.

The guideline “Notability” includes a section entitled “Controversy” in an indication of the ambiguous and therefore potentially fraught, nature of the measure. This section of notability distinguishes Wikipedia from a paper encyclopedia in its ability to include material of “relatively minor interest.” It also identifies notability as a focal point for the tension between inclusionists and deletionists. And it quotes from articles that appeared in Slate, The New York Review of Books, and The Washington Post that, among other things, criticize nonprofessional volunteers for “granting the imprimatur of notability.” The articles mention, as well, the impact on one’s exposure in having an article in such a popular and heavily visited site as Wikipedia [22]. Such open reference to potential flaws in BLP articles protects the organization from external attack, lessening the potential for conflict. Even so, notability remains a contentious issue. In “The BLP Problem,” user Doc Glasgow notes that it is at the lower levels of the notability threshold that “subject damage is particularly problematic” [12].
Threat Management
Threat management occurs when the risk of threat is apparent, but talking steps to reduce that threat reduce its likelihood. Threat management is, therefore, the implementation of advanced action to reduce the potential for a threat to realize. This strategy recognizes that conflict exists and attempts to reduce it by providing guidelines for proper behavior. Threat management is different from risk minimization in that it permits the contentious objects to be created in a steered manner while risk minimization permits contentious objects to be created in only certain instances. 
For Wikipedia in the context of BLP, threat management involves providing guidelines on how stakeholders should behave.  Knowing that BLP articles have the potential for contention embedded within them, Wikipedia has adopted a threat management strategy through the BLP policy, which attempts to manage the expectations of participants, both those creating and editing articles and those who are the subjects of articles. Guidelines within the policy and its supporting materials provide approaches for editors and subjects, not to avoid conflict, but to ensure that the conflict does not escalate unmanageably. 
Guidelines for editors

One effort to reduce threats is to set up clear guidelines for editors and writers of BLP articles with such a threatening attitude that they will feel compelled to follow them. The introduction to the BLP policy is written in forceful imperative tones. The verb “must” is repeated five times and replaced an additional time with “should be.” Words like “any,” “strictly” and “right” are italicized for emphasis. Other words in the brief policy description suggest the potential volatility of the BLP article in their extreme nature: “contentious,” “sensationalist,” “titillating,” egregious.” The rest of the policy lays out in detail exactly what editors need to keep in mind when writing these articles. These instructions are in an authoritative, imperative voice, using “do not,” “should not,” “should be,” and “never.”
BLP policy is rarely cited by itself; it is almost always buttressed with reference to its supporting Wikipedia guidelines: Neutral point of view (NPOV), Verifiability (V) and No original research (NOR). This persistent reliance on external reinforcement suggests, not just the complexity of articles of this category, but the degree to which they are fraught with conflict. Any misstep could lead to conflagration. An example of an editor’s assessment of a BLP article indicates this excess care: 

“The inclusion of the intimate details of the Harvard election and airport incident isn't, I think, proscribed by WP:BLP--indeed, the details, as sourced per WP:RS and WP:V and as formulated consistent with WP:NPOV, were compliant with our policies generally--but is militated against by WP:NOT, viz., that WP is not an indiscriminate collection of information.” Joe 05:51, 3 June 2006 (UTC) [24]. (RS refers to reliable sources.)
The policy’s attention to reliable sources also indicates the organization’s effort to reduce the flammability of BLP articles. The word “contention” appears multiple times and the use of that word itself provokes lengthy discussion on the part of editors working on the BLP policy. This section of the article also threatens “immediate” removal of articles that do not comply with its dictates, the ultimate threat available to Wikipedians, with multiple sentences starting with the phrase, “do not” [emphasis Wikipedia’s]. The section on sources and their citations culminates with “External links about living persons in BLPs and elsewhere are judged by a stricter standard than for other articles,” indicating an emphasis on valid sources, and suggesting that these types of articles are more likely to seed conflict than others.
Not only is the policy written in a forceful, rule-oriented manner, but extra policing measures and laws were implemented by the community to lower the risk of unmanageable conflict, including the creation of the Checkuser role (for sockpuppet investigations) and the restrictions of editors of biographies to those registered in the Wikipedia system.
Guidelines for profiled individuals
Threat reduction for the subjects of BLP articles is apparent in the special provision of information to assist subjects of BLP articles in how to correct inaccuracies or add evidence for assertions. The Help Page specifically provides assistance to subjects of BLPs [25]. This website describes the process under which articles are written: who can write them, how they should look, what their contents should be. It directs editors to assistance with editing in Wikipedia, explains special community acronyms and advises the subjects of articles about how to address problems with articles. Inaccurate content may be, within reason, edited and corrected by the individual, and assistance may be requested through appeals to the special BLP noticeboard or for private concerns, through direct contact with the Open-source Ticket Request System (OTRS) regulated by the Wikipedia Foundation.

Wikipedia also tries to warn subjects about risks inherent in interfering with articles on themselves, for the outcome of this effort to control their presentation may backfire on them. What Wikipedia calls the “Streisand effect” is a situation that could occur editing an article on oneself has “the unintended consequence of causing the information to be publicized widely and to a greater extent than would have occurred if no censorship had been attempted” [21]. The risk of open conflict is lower if the subject refrains from exerting control, so this article is an instance of threat reduction.
Impact Containment
When the creation and maintenance of contentious objects is permitted, there will be situations under which damaging conflict will occur. Impact containment is the development of procedures to minimize the damage once conflict occurs. For Wikipedia, this strategy involves the creation of methods for reducing the damage to the community of a highly contentious BLP article, such as setting up procedures for its removal or appropriate modification before the damage perpetuates.
Articles for Deletion: BLP 
When a threat arises, an inevitable consequence of the contentious nature of the BLP articles, the organization is ready to address it, through such procedures as the Article for deletion process, such decision-making processes as Consensus, and such guidelines for control of personal comportment as civil behavior. 

BLP articles are proposed for deletion when their content is unverified through external and reliable sources or when an editor considers the subject of the article to be insufficiently notable. Relatively rarely, the subject of the article will request its deletion through Wikipedia Foundation’s OTRS. A 2009 Wikipedia study of OTRS and BLP found that only 5-6 of the ~35 new tickets per day are BLP articles. Of these, “two thirds of [them] came from the subject, or someone close to them - so the subject of the article is much more likely to report a (real or perceived) problem than a passing user is.” Additionally, the requests are roughly divided between those wanting to have the articles deleted entirely and those interested in correcting mistakes in the articles [30].
If an article is proposed for deletion (AfD), the nominating editor will state the reasons the article is unsuitable for Wikipedia. Other participants of Wikipedia have seven days in which to discuss the merits or flaws of the article, state their opinions of whether the article should be kept or deleted, and identify which Wikipedia policies support their opinion, at the close of which time, an administrator reviews the discussion and determines the fate of the article. If no consensus develops in the AfD discussion, the article is kept by default. 

In the case of BLP articles, when the subject of the article states a preference about whether or not the article is kept, the editors usually discuss that stated preference, but mostly to say that the subject’s notability will determine the outcome more than the subject’s desires. Where notability is marginal or insufficiently established, the subject’s request for deletion will be granted, but if notability is established through verifiable sources, the subject’s request is denied.

Self-nominated Articles for Deletion

Of the 257 nominations of articles for deletion where the subject of the article expressed an interest in whether or not the article is kept, 156 were deleted, 91 were kept, and 10 were merged or appended to other articles. 141 of the nominations indicated that the subject was invested with the outcome, so the ensuing discussion took place with that knowledge in mind. In 69 of the administrators’ closing comments the subject’s concerns were raised. The subjects wanted the article on which they were a subject to be deleted in 190 cases, kept in 63 of them, and ambiguous in the remaining 4. The discussions leading to decisions about keeping or deleting these articles were coded by numbers of !votes to keep or delete the articles, as well as by the numbers of comments to keep, delete or comment on the decision-making process, and by which Wikipedia policies were cited in support of these opinions. Table 1 shows partial descriptive statistics from this coding.
Table 1: Self-nominated articles for deletion

	
	Word Count
	#votes Keep
	#votes Delete
	Result 0=delete

1-keep

	N
	261
	257
	257
	257

	Mean
	2595
	6.27
	6.36
	0.43

	Std. Err. Mean
	205.48
	0.58
	0.35
	0.036

	Range
	23141
	89
	34
	2


Our hypothesis was that, in spite of Wikipedia’s claim that the notability of the article’s subject or a well-sourced neutral article is the standard for decisions on whether to keep or delete an article, in fact, the subject’s interference does have an impact on the AfD outcome. If this is the case, it would support our theory that the organization is actively containing the open conflict erupting between Wikipedia and the subject of a BLP article. We find that if the subject’s interests are stated in the nomination for the article deletion, whether or not the expressed interest is for deletion or retention of the article, as shown in Table 2, the article is 78% more likely to be kept.
Table 2: Subject of article’s expressed interest in deletion
	
	B
	Std. Error
	Sig.

	1=Reference to subject of article’s interests in nomination for deletion
	0.781
	0.265
	0.003


However, the subject’s open vote in the discussion concerning whether or not to keep the article in Wikipedia, does not have an impact on the outcome of the AfD process, as shown in Table 3, suggesting that stating one’s preference without arguing about it and, therefore without creating open conflict, lets the Wikipedia editorial community address the AfD through more minor threat reduction methods. The subject of an article who gets directly involved in the AfD discussion realizes the Contentious Object potential and forces the community to turn to conflict containment strategies that are more defensive and more conforming to community policy and less reflective of the subject’s desires.
Table 3: Subject of article’s vote to keep or delete article

	
	B
	Std. Error
	Sig.

	1=subject votes to keep article

0=subject votes to delete article
	0.073
	0.074
	0.324


5. DISCUSSION
Much has been written about the ability of new technologies to bring people together with similar interests, goals, and perspectives. In light of this potential, some researchers have argued that it is possible that these technologies will result in more homogenous groups, organizations, and networks [54].  Others, taking a less extreme position, have focused on how some objects and systems can play the role of boundary objects creating bridges between social spheres [42, 49].  

Unlike contentious objects, boundary objects are sites of commonality between social spaces, designed to overcome gaps between them. They are the mechanism by which groups and social groupings manage events occurring at their boundaries. They are places of “common knowledge” [1, 5, 6, 49]: repositories like employee records and libraries, but also common tools, like forms or computers. According to Bowker and Star [4] they exist comfortably in more than one community in the sense that they provide commonly understandable information or fulfill varying needs. Instances of boundary objects include a common language (such as English for international communication, business, diplomacy, etc.), or drawings, such as architectural designs [40]. Boundary objects are, therefore, affordances toward unity and knowledge sharing.
Biographies of living persons articles in Wikipedia illustrate that the same technologies that enable the creation of boundary objects, which bring people together in ways that foster integration and sharing, can also provide a platform which brings together individuals who have irreconcilable agendas and perspectives to fight, debate, and disagree. While boundary objects are designed to provide affordances for commonality and collaboration, contentious objects like Wikipedia BLPs create affordances for conflict. Inherent in the nature of BLPs are incentives, access, and technical capabilities that promote potentially costly and disruptive conflict, thus presenting the Wikipedia community with a significant risk to managed.  

While it would be possible for the Wikipedia community to avoid the risks associated with BLPs by excluding creation of these artifacts from the overall project (risk avoidance), there is no evidence that this approach is even considered. As a result, the Wikipedia community is faced with the complex problem of creating systems of policies and procedures that apply risk minimization, reduction, and containment strategies in order to keep the risk and consequences of these contentious objects at an acceptable level.

As the description of the BLP policies, related policies, associated essays, guidelines, and supporting procedures illustrates, there is significant cost in terms of time and effort associated with managing the risk associated with BLPs. Moreover, the degree and extent of changes associated with these structures continues to be significant. For example, on April 7, 2010, a new deletion system was officially established for BLP articles. This new, “sticky PROD,” focuses on what was described earlier about unreferenced information in a BLP article. If an editor discovers a BLP article that does not contain citations for any of its content, the editor may propose that article for deletion on that basis alone. In addition, this new policy states, “Contentious material which is unsourced or poorly sourced must be removed from the biography immediately and without prior discussion.” This policy adaptation grants greater power to the editors interested in higher encyclopedia standards but also to those who maintain the deletionist perspective. It removes discussion and contention from the AfD process by providing clear-cut measures for AfD determinations. Thus, although the core policies associated with BLP have been in place for almost 5 years, regular and significant changes persist. This situation is consistent with the idea that contentious objects, such as BLPs, present a community such as Wikipedia with a problem that is both nontrivial and critical to solve. 

More generally, the example of Biographies of living people in Wikipedia highlights the importance of developing a better understanding of contentious objects, particularly in public, mass collaboration systems. Efforts to apply these technologies to citizen science, civic discourse, and even seemingly mundane activities, such as creating a national network of health researchers, all involve creation of contentious objects. Just as Wikipedia BLP documents contain both the incentive and means for individuals with conflicting agendas to come together and fight, so too do data about air temperature, legislative documents, animal sightings, and profiles of researchers. Hence, as more effort is put into developing infrastructure with the goal of facilitating broad access to scientific, political, and creative activities, it is also necessary to have better knowledge of the nature of contentious objects and the strategies and mechanisms for managing the risks and consequences of their existence.  

6. CONCLUSION
While some disciplines like political science, law, and even to some degree library science, are accustomed to the idea that all statements, documents, or artifacts are at some level contentious, information systems developers, collaborative system designers, and other technology professionals and researchers are more likely to treat these as mundane objects. Yet as efforts to support teams, groups, organizations, and communities move from the realm of bounded infrastructures, with relatively short-term (or no) archiving and limited retrieval, to public infrastructures with broad accessibility, long-term archiving and general retrieval, the frequency and centrality of contentious objects are likely to increase. Contentious objects like BLP articles can incur great costs to the organization. In the recent revision of BLP policy to create special deletion process for BLP articles, 470 editors contributed over 200,000 words of discussion [29]. This shift in the BLP policy reflects all of these boundary-spanning but conflict-driven features of the contentious object. 

As a result, conceptual models of contentious objects and the strategies and mechanisms for managing the associated risks are likely to be increasingly necessary tools for developers, managers, and researchers. By outlining the concept of contentious objects, identifying four strategies that can be used to manage them, and using Wikipedia BLP policies and processes to illustrate how one community addresses these issues, it is hoped that this work can serve as an initial step toward the goal of developing theoretically grounded, empirically supported, design in this area.
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