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Abstract 

Gender and racial bias lead to inequality and lack of diversity in academia. English-language 

Wikipedia, one of the most frequently accessed websites on the internet, perpetuates this 

inequality with an abysmally low proportion of biographies dedicated to women and people of 

color. While research has explored the extent of gender bias and the barriers to women’s 

inclusion on Wikipedia, very little research has focused on the problem of racial bias on the 

encyclopedia. While advocacy groups try to independently improve representation on Wikipedia, 

nothing has been done from an institutional level to address the pervasive bias. Applying a 

combination of web-scraping, deep learning, natural language processing, and content analysis of 

academic biographies nominated for deletion, we demonstrate how Wikipedia’s notability 

criteria are unequally applied across race and gender. We find that online presence is an 

important predictor of notability for white male academics but not for female and non-white 

academics. A deeper dive into the mechanisms behind this inequality highlights a subjective 

application of the Wikipedia shortcut, WP:TooSoon, as well as the importance of "weak ties." 
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Extended Abstract  

Katie Bouman is an American computer scientist and engineer who developed parts of the code 

used to capture the first image of a black hole (Elfrink, 2019). Shortly thereafter, a Wikipedia 

page was created about Bouman, but was just as quickly it flagged for deletion citing that since 

Bouman was not even an assistant professor she certainly was not “notable as a scientist.” 

Despite extensive third-party coverage of her discovery around the globe (Harrison, 2019, 

Mervosh, 2019), other editors agreed claiming “WP:TooSoon applies.” “WP: TooSoon” is a 

technical label used to indicate that the subject of a Wikipedia biography lacks sufficient 

coverage in independent, high-quality news sources (WP:Too soon). However, Bouman had 

received extensive media coverage in the New York Times, CNN, The Washington Post, The 

Atlantic, and more (Mervosh, 2019, Lou and Ahmed, 2019, Bever, 2019, Koren, 2019, Maguire, 

2019, Boyer, 2019). Our analysis reveals that Bouman’s qualifications were being merited 

against her perceived professional accomplishments, not Wikipedia’s criteria for inclusion.  This 

apparent discrepancy led us to ask whether editorial evaluation of academic biographies on 

Wikipedia is truly rooted in Wikipedia guidelines (online coverage), or whether other factors, 

such as perceived career stage, race, and gender, are the primary tools of assessment.   

 

Gender inequality on Wikipedia has been well documented. Women represent less than twenty 

percent of all English-language biographies (WP:WikiProject Women in Red; Tripodi 2021). 

Female academics are less likely to be recognized on Wikipedia than their male counterparts 

across all fields of study (Lou et. al YEAR; Schellekens et al, 2019; Vitulli, 2017). Women’s 

pages display a negative linguistic bias, and the hyperlink structure of women’s pages puts them 

at a disadvantage in terms of page visibility and traffic compared to men’s (Wagner et. al, 2016).  

 

To try and improve gender representation on the site, Wikipedians and Wikimedia have created 

advocacy groups, like Women in Red and Art+Feminism. Wikipedia editing events aim to 

inspire new writers to create more biographies about women and minorities. Despite success, this 

effort has been stymied by targeted deletions of biographies of women and people of color 

(Kramer, 2019). These deletions emphasize the need to continue to improve the depth of research 

on Wikipedia’s gender bias as well as its’ understudied racial bias (Smith, 2015). While recent 

work has uncovered that women are more likely to be nominated for deletion (Tripodi, 2021), we 



still lack a concrete understanding of how the Wikipedia rules that structure notability are 

applied (Gauthier and Sawchuk, 2017). More research is needed to understand how to fix the 

glaring inequalities on Wikipedia with respect to both gender and race (Boboltz, 2017).  

 

To address this issue, we explore how notability criteria on Wikipedia are applied across gender 

and race for biographies of academics. To do so, we web-scraped the articles for deletion archive 

(AfD) to compile biographies of academics nominated for deletion from 2017 to 2020 (n=843). 

Next, we determined each biography subject’s online presence score by the extent of their online 

news coverage using natural language processing software. This online presence score was used 

as an objective and quantitative surrogate for Wikipedia’s existing notability criteria (e.g., WP: 

Notability; WP: Search Engine Test). Finally, we compared the online presence score for 

biographies that were deleted from Wikipedia versus those that remained published.  

 

While online presence serves as a meaningful metric for predicting page stability for white male 

academics, we find that notability criteria are implemented idiosyncratically for women and non-

white academics (Figure 1.). Moreover, we find that the label “Too Soon” is more frequently 

applied to women and is inconsistent with Wikipedia guidelines for how “Too Soon” should be 

applied. This suggests that notability criteria are implemented subjectively, allowing for implicit 

biases to drive inclusion decisions. Our work emphasizes the need for advocacy networks, like 

Women in Red, to monitor pages miscategorized as non-notable.   

 



 

Figure 1. A bar chart comparing median Primer Indices across race and gender, showing median 

plus 95% confidence interval. 
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