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Introduction:  Why We Wrote this Book 

 
The idea for this eBook came about one afternoon after a lengthy discussion with one of our 
Wikipedia consulting clients.  This client had come to us with a draft of a Wikipedia article about 
his company.  He asked for our help editing it to meet Wiki’s standards.  What he had written 
was very good, from a technical point of view.  It was engaging.  It was written in a distinctive 
voice that matched the company’s hip, modern tone.  It was clear.  It was interesting. 
 
And, much to our client’s dismay, it was utterly wrong for Wikipedia. 
 
To be fair, by the time we were finished with our edits and suggestions, it was barely 
recognizable.  We’d taken his engaging article and reduced it to its essentials:  just the facts, 
plain and simple.  No unnecessary words.  No overly descriptive phrases.  To make matters 
worse, we’d even done a little additional research and added some new information that our 
client thought was less-than-positive.   
 
“You’ve taken all the personality out of this,” our client said.  “And you added a whole section 
about my company getting sued last year -- I don’t want that in there!  I asked you to edit my 
article for Wikipedia, not rewrite the darn thing!  I thought you were supposed to be on my 
side!” 
 
When our client calmed down, we were able to explain to him that, as writers, we actually 
really liked the draft he gave us.  But he didn’t hire us as writers.  He hired us as Wikipedia 
consultants.  And eventually, after we walked him through some of Wikipedia’s rules and 
regulations, we were able to convince him that we really were on his side – which is exactly 
why we had done such extensive edits on his article.  In order to ensure that his article “stuck” 
once it was posted, we had to do everything we could to make sure that it was Wiki-
appropriate and unlikely to get flagged for conflict of interest; bias; lack of neutrality; or any of 
the other issues that can lead to rewrites or deletions by the (very) active community of 
Wikipedia editors.   
 
Eventually, he acquiesced and allowed us to post our edited version of his article.  It’s been 
added to a bit since it went up, and he probably still likes his original, Wiki-inappropriate 
version better.  But his article is still there, and he was able to play a critical role in determining 
how his company’s Wiki presence would take shape. 
 
We created this eBook as a guide for anyone who is considering creating or editing Wikipedia.  
We created it for anyone interested in learning more about the rules of Wikipedia.  It doesn’t 
cover everything, of course (that would take hundreds, if not thousands, of pages to do) – but it 
covers the basics.  The rules.  The essential guidelines that everyone should know before they 
set about writing a Wiki article.   
 
Enjoy!  
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Chapter 1:  What is Wikipedia? 
 
Wikipedia has become a standard, go-to resource for all kinds of facts:  Want to know 
everything there is to know about the giant squid?  Need a list of every Nobel Prize winner, 
organized by country?  Interested in the history of Microsoft?  Ever wondered about the 
difference between East Coast and West Coast hip-hop?   
 

 

A sample Wikipedia page. 

 
Wikipedia is a great example of the awesome things that can happen when people get together 
and pool their knowledge and expertise.  Anyone with a laptop and an Internet connection can 
contribute to Wikipedia. 
 
But this doesn’t mean Wikipedia is a free-for-all.  Yes, anyone can contribute a new article or 
edit an existing one -- but if you want your contribution to “stick,” you’ve got to follow a ton of 
rules regarding content, sources, neutrality, and notability. 
 
So, what makes a “good” Wikipedia article?  Does your product, service, or company belong on 
Wikipedia?  What happens if your article gets flagged?  And what does “flagged” mean, 
anyway? 
 
Wiki can be complicated (and even a little intimidating) to the uninitiated.   That’s why we 
decided to create an eBook that covers some important Wikipedia basics – like rules about 
content, neutrality, and sources.  
 
 
 

http://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Giant_squid
http://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/List_of_Nobel_laureates_by_country
http://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/List_of_Nobel_laureates_by_country
http://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Microsoft
http://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/East_Coast_hip_hop
http://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/West_Coast_hip_hop
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First things First:  Defining Wikipedia 
 
Wikipedia is an online encyclopedia – but what does that mean?  Here’s a good definition, from 
Wikipedia itself: 

 
 

 
 
 
 
 
Basically, everything you need to know about Wikipedia is in the above sentence:   
 
 Wikipedia is “neutral.” In other words, it doesn’t represent one single viewpoint on any 

subject.  
 

 Wikipedia contains “verifiable, established facts.” As in, facts that have been published 
by an uninterested and reliable third party.  Facts that you can verify by checking a 
couple of sources, such as reputable newspaper or magazine articles.   

 
We’ll take a more in-depth look at both neutrality and sources in future posts.  But right now, 
let’s just focus on the big picture.   
 
So, now that we know what Wikipedia is, let’s take a second to discuss what Wikipedia isn’t.  
And there are a whole lot of things that Wikipedia isn’t.  In fact there’s a whole page on 
Wikipedia dedicated to this topic, and it’s pretty long.   
 
Essentially, though, it boils down to this: 

 
Wikipedia is not a blog/fansite/personal website.   
 
So you can’t write in first-person, and you can’t write whatever you want.  It’s not a place for 
ranting about politics or enthusing about your favorite movie or TV show.   That’s not to say 
that your favorite TV show doesn’t deserve a Wikipedia page.  It probably does.  But it still has 
to conform to Wikipedia’s standards. 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 

http://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Wikipedia:What_Wikipedia_is_not
http://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Wikipedia:What_Wikipedia_is_not
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In other words, like this: 
 

 
Not this: 
 

 
 
 
 
 
 

 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
Wikipedia is not a place to publish your original research/inventions/discoveries.   
 
Let’s say you just discovered a new planet or invented a super-cool new iPhone app.  This is 
fantastic – but it’s not Wiki-appropriate.  Because Wikipedia is a place for “established” facts, 
it’s not a place for your original work or research . . . yet. 
 
(We say “yet” because if an established, third-party publication like Newsweek or the Wall 
Street Journal writes an article about you and your new planet or iPhone app, you might 
actually be Wiki-eligible.  But more on that later. ) 
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Wikipedia is not a place for advertisements/self-promotion.   
 
Again, we’ll get much more in-depth with this later, but when writing about a company, 
product, or service you have to be extra-careful not to sound biased.  Wiki pages that sound like 
they were written by a company’s PR department quickly get flagged for neutrality/conflict-of-
interest issues, which looks like this: 

That doesn’t mean that your product, service, or company doesn’t belong on Wikipedia.  It just 
means that, if you want your Wiki page to “stick,” you have to follow the rules. 
 
So what makes a topic, person, or company “Wiki-eligible”?  To be eligible, a topic must meet 
two major criteria:  It needs to be notable, and it needs to have received significant coverage 
by neutral, reputable third-party sources. 
 
In the next chapter, we’ll take a look at the first criteria:  Notability. 
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Chapter 2:  Determining Notability 
 
In chapter 1, we talked about Wikipedia in general – we explained a bit about what Wiki is (a 
neutral repository of established, documented facts) and isn’t (a blog, a soapbox, or a vehicle 
for free advertising).  And as we mentioned at the end of chapter 1, determining whether a 
topic is eligible for Wikipedia really boils down to the answers to two very important questions: 
 

Question 1:  Is your topic notable? 
 
Question 2:  Has your topic received significant coverage by neutral, reputable third-party 
sources? 

 
In this chapter, we’re going to focus on the first question. 
 
Before we go on, it’s important to be clear about we mean by “notable.”  For our purposes, a 
“notable” topic is: 
 
 Of interest to the general public, not just you or a few people in your industry. 
 Something you might read about in a newspaper or magazine.  
 A topic that has been written about by journalists, rather than PR or advertising 

copywriters. 
 Culturally, historically, or socially relevant in some way. 

 
Notability:  A Few Examples 
 
Let’s take a look at a sample Wikipedia page of a notable person, British fantasy novelist Terry 
Pratchett: 
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The red boxes indicate details that make Pratchett notable:  He’s written a 40-novel series; he is 
a best-selling author in the U.K. and in the U.S -- heck, the guy’s even been knighted for his 
“services to literature”!   
 
And if you scroll down to the “References” section, you can see a list of the more than 100 
newspaper and magazine articles; websites; television and radio interviews that were used in 
the creation of Pratchett’s article, which means that he has definitely received “significant 
media coverage” from reliable sources (more on sources later, though): 

 
Here’s an example of a Wiki page for a notable company: 

Again, the things that make Subway notable are outlined in red:  it’s one of the fastest-growing 
franchises in the world; it’s the largest single-brand restaurant chain globally and the second 
largest restaurant operator globally; it’s got over 37,000 locations in 100 countries, and so on. 
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Also, notice that this page isn’t written like an advertisement.  It gives you the facts:  What 
Subway is, where it does business, notable rankings and statistics.  But it doesn’t read like 
something that came from the company’s PR department, and there’s even a section called 
“Controversy” that talks about a few not-so-positive details, such as lawsuits and instances of 
negative publicity associated with the chain. 
 
If you look at the page’s “References” section, you can see that Subway has indeed received 
significant media coverage: 

 
 A Few More Examples  
 
Of course, you don’t have to be a knighted, best-selling author or one of the world’s most 
popular fast-food chains to be notable enough for a Wikipedia page.  There are tons of pages 
about people and companies that are somewhat less famous – but still notable and Wiki-
appropriate. 
 
Here are just a few examples of the types of people and companies you can find on Wikipedia: 

 
Person/Company/Product Notable because . . . 

Josephine “Jo” Foxworth, 
American copywriter 

 Elected to the Advertising Hall of Fame in 1997 

 Created a jingle for a large supermarket chain 

Zhang Jun,  
Chinese track and field athlete 

 Won several medals for shot put 

 Currently a record holder in both indoor and outdoor 
categories 

H-E-B, a Texas-based grocery 
store chain 

 Ranked # 12 on Forbes' 2011 list of "America's 
Largest Private Companies." 

 Has more than 315 stores throughout Texas and 
northern Mexico. 
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Robert B. Cohen, American 
businessman 

 Founder of Hudson News, the world’s largest airport 
newsstand retailer. 

Sprecher Brewery, a Wisconsin-
based beer and soda 
microbrewery 

 Produces a nationally recognized, award-winning 
root beer. 

 
While they may not all be household names, all of these people and companies have at least 
one notable thing about them:  They’ve won awards; they hold world records, and so on.   
 
Checklist:  Determining Notability   
 
So, how do you know if your topic is notable?  Here are a few questions to use as a starting 
point: 
 

 
If you can answer “yes” to at least four of these questions, you might have a Wiki-eligible topic 
on your hands.   
 
Of course, notice that we said “might.” 
 
The next step in determining Wikipedia eligibility?  A review of your available sources. 
 
In the next chapter, we’ll take an in-depth look at neutral, third-party sources and “significant 
coverage.” 
 

 Yes No 

Has my topic been the subject of a 
newspaper or magazine article? 

  

Has my topic won any awards/recognitions?   

Is there enough (good) information available 
about my topic to write a fully sourced, 
article length Wikipedia entry? 

  

Can I find information about my topic in a 
published book? 

  

Is my topic historically/socially/culturally 
relevant in some way? 
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Chapter 3:  Sources, Citations, and Verifiability 
 
As we mentioned in Chapter 2, a topic’s Wikipedia eligibility is (mostly) based on the answers to 
two important questions: 
 

Question 1:  Is your topic notable? 
 
Question 2:  Has your topic received significant coverage by neutral, reputable third-party 
sources? 

 
Now that we’ve discussed notability, we’re going to spend this chapter discussing sources and 
“significant coverage.” 
 
What is a “Third-Party” Source? 
 
A third-party source is a source that is not directly related to you, your company, or your 
product. 
 

A third-party source IS: A third-party source IS NOT: 

 A newspaper article  

 A magazine article  

 A government website  

 A (published) book, textbook 

 A scholarly journal 
 

 A press release 

 A blog or personal website 

 Diaries or journals 

 A personal letter 

 An original document 

 A sales brochure 

 A corporate website  

 
When we do Wiki consults, we ask our prospective Wiki clients to provide us with a list of 5 to 
10 neutral, third-party sources on their topic.  Although there’s no hard-and-fast rule about 
how many sources a topic must have to be Wiki-eligible, we recommend using as many as 
possible to create your article.  We strongly recommend having at least 3-5 good sources. 
 
If a prospective client can meet this requirement, we’re happy to get started on their Wiki 
project.  If they can’t meet this requirement, we turn the assignment down. 
 
This is not our rule.  It’s Wikipedia’s.  Check out the text in the red box below: 
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In other words:  no sources = no article. 
 
What is “Citing a Source”? 
 
Citing a source is basically just a way of saying, “Hey, I didn’t make this up.  I can prove it.  If you 
want to verify it for yourself, you can check out this article/magazine/book.”  And because 
Wikipedia has a strict “no original research” rule, any information you include in a Wiki article 
must be easily verified. 
 
In other words, sources and citations help keep the Wiki community honest.   
 
What should you cite when writing a Wikipedia article?  Pretty much everything that’s not 
common/general knowledge. 
 
Let’s look at a few examples. 
 
Example 1:  Cite claims about being the first at anything. 
 
Any time you make the claim that a person or company was the first to do something, win 
something, or discover something, you definitely need to back that statement up with proof 
from a reliable third-party source.   
 
Here’s an example.  The citation is circled in red: 

 
The above example is taken from the Wikipedia article for award-winning science fiction author 
Octavia E. Butler.  In the introductory paragraph, we learn that Butler was the first sci-fi writer 
to receive a MacArthur Genius Grant.   
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The citation provides proof that this claim isn’t just made up.  If we wanted to verify this 
information, we could take a look at the source material – in this case, a critical essay about 
Butler and her work.   
  
Example 2:  Cite opinion statements. 
 
Opinion statements are acceptable on Wikipedia as long as they are clearly presented as 
opinions and backed up with citations.  The example below is taken from the Wiki page about 
sleeved blankets.  In the second section, the Snuggie is referred to as a “pop culture 
phenomenon.”  This statement is backed up with an article from USA Today: 

 
Example 3:  Cite dates and other details. 
 
The example below tells you everything you ever wanted to know about Monty Python’s classic 
“The Lumberjack Song” – including the date that the song was released in the UK.  According to 
the citation information, these facts can be verified in a book: 
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Of course, these are just a few examples of the type of information that needs to be cited on 
Wikipedia – if we addressed each one, this would be a much longer book.   
 
Before we move on, we’ll leave you with a quick and easy guideline from Wikipedia’s editors: 

 
Avoiding “Original Research”  
 
The Wikipedia community is very strict about the use of reliable third-party sources – if you 
can’t provide a source that backs up a claim, you shouldn’t post it.  Wikipedia is also very strict 
about its role as a repository of existing information – meaning, information, statistics, and 
facts that have been documented and written by third-party sources. 
 
What does this mean for you?  Well, if you use a fact and you can’t cite it, Wikipedia will flag 
that fact as “original research.” If you want your fact to “stick,” you’ll need to attribute that fact 
to a third-party source.  And if you can’t attribute a fact to a third-party source, you shouldn’t 
put it on Wikipedia -- even if you know it’s true.  
 
Wiki articles that don’t have sources end up “flagged” by Wikipedia editors.   
 
Let’s look at a couple of examples. 
 
Example 1:  Needs Citations 
 
The screenshot below is from the “Home video” section of the Wikipedia entry on the 1980s 
movie “The Goonies.”  Note that there’s a little “needs additional citations” icon at the top of 
the section.  This is because there’s only one source cited on the entire page.  We’ve put blue 
boxes around the information that should probably be cited: 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 

http://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/The_Goonies
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Most of the information in blue isn’t particularly controversial or contentious – which is 
probably why this section isn’t flagged for “original research.”  All this needs is a couple of good 
sources that tell us when the different home video versions were released. 
 
Example 2:  Original Research 
 
Below is a section from the Wikipedia page about ham.  In this case, the section has been 
flagged for containing original research. 
 
There’s only one source cited in this entire section (it’s at the very end) – but nearly every 
sentence contains a claim that should be cited.  Again, we’ve put boxes around all of the 
statements that need sources: 

 

http://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Ham


15 
 

1001 S. Dairy Ashford, Suite #100  Houston, TX, 77077  713-465-6860  www.thewritersforhire.com 

 

 

This section makes all kinds of claims about food safety and processes – and almost none of the 
“facts” presented here are cited.  Even if the statements in the orange boxes are true, they still 
need to be cited – otherwise the entire section may be deleted from the article. 
 
How to Find Sources 
 
Let’s say you want to improve this Wikipedia article.   How do you find sources to cite?   
 
Well, for starters, you could try a quick Google search on “ham curing process”: 

 
The first result that comes up is the USDA’s page on food safety.  And, if you click on the link, 
you’ll find tons of facts about the curing process: 
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A Google search also turns up a few magazine articles on the subject.   
 
Like this one: 

 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 

Both the USDA website and the Saveur magazine article are appropriate sources for a Wikipedia 
article.  If you wanted to improve the Wikipedia article, you could verify and/or edit the content 
of the “Curing Process” section and you could cite both of these as sources. 
 
The Internet is a great tool if you’re trying to find sources.  Just make sure you stick to 
newspapers, magazines, and government websites – avoid using blogs or personal websites as 
sources. 
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Gray Area:  Company websites 
 
Earlier in this chapter, we mentioned that corporate websites weren’t considered neutral, 
third-party sources.  That said, they aren’t totally off limits, either.   Corporate websites can be 
used – very sparingly -- in a few very specific ways. 
 
Let’s say you’re writing a Wiki article about XYZ Company.  You’ve got six news articles about 
XYZ company from reputable, third-party sources.  The only thing you can’t find is the date that 
XYZ Company was founded.   
 
In this case, it would be okay to cite the XYZ Company’s “About Us” website page. 
  
If you’ve got a well-sourced article, you can use a company website as a source for small pieces 
of non-controversial information, such as: 

 Product release dates 

 Product descriptions/specs 

 Information about the company’s locations 
 
In general, company websites should be used as a last resort when you absolutely can’t find 
the necessary information anywhere else. 

 
Wikipedia Sources:  The Essentials 
 
Let’s sum up what we’ve learned about sources: 
 

 All Wikipedia articles must be written using existing information from neutral, third-
party sources such as magazines, newspapers, or government websites. 

 Every fact, date, conclusion, opinion, and quote in a Wiki article must be cited. 
 Wiki articles without citations may be flagged for lack of sources and/or “original 

research.” 
 A Google search is a good way to find sources. 
 Company websites can be used – sparingly – as long as you rely primarily on good, 

neutral third-party sources. 
 
That’s it for sources.   
 
Next up:  We’ll take a look at neutrality. 
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Chapter 4:  Neutrality 
 
Now that we’ve discussed notability and sources, it’s time to take a look at another major 
component of Wikipedia policy:  Neutrality. 
 
A neutral point of view is one that doesn’t promote a particular opinion or take a side on a 
controversial issue.  A Wiki article written in a neutral point of view will give equal voice to all 
major views on a subject, instead of just one.   
 
Here’s what Wikipedia says about neutrality: 

 
 
When you write or edit a Wiki article, you are required to adhere to Wikipedia’s standards of 
neutrality:  Stick to facts instead of opinions, present all viewpoints, and don’t use judgmental 
language. 
 
Sounds easy, right?  Well, it is easy.  Sort of. 
 
Our Wiki clients are often surprised when we tell them that parts of their proposed Wikipedia 
article need to be rewritten to avoid being flagged for neutrality issues.  That’s because 
neutrality isn’t always so easy to identify – especially when you’re close to a particular subject. 
 
Facts vs. Opinions 
 
The first and most important rule of Wikipedia is, you can’t treat opinions like facts.  This does 
not mean that opinions have no place on Wikipedia.  It does mean, however, that they must be 

http://www.thewritersforhire.com/blog/copywriting/everything-you-always-wanted-to-know-about-wikipedia-part-2-notability/
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presented as opinions rather than facts.  They must also be attributed to neutral, third-party 
sources.   
Here are a few examples of how to balance fact and opinion on Wikipedia. 
 
You can’t say: 
 

 

“The Walking Dead is the best show on television.” 
 
 
But you can say: 

 
See the difference?  Both examples basically say the same thing:  The Walking Dead is a darn 
good show.   
 
But the first example is purely an opinion statement.  The second example provides “proof” 
that this opinion is held by a whole bunch of people.  The show has gotten generally positive 
reviews from critics; it’s won several awards; it gets good ratings, etc.  These statements are 
presented in a neutral way – and each statement contains a citation. 
 
Let’s try another one. 
 
You can’t say: 
 

 

“Stephen King is a good writer.” 
 

 
But you can say: 
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King’s Wikipedia page doesn’t directly state that he is a good writer (or a bad one, for that 
matter).   Instead, the page presents facts about awards he’s won, critical response to his work, 
and so on.    
 
Differing Points of View 
 
Another big component of Wikipedia neutrality is including several points of view – even points 
of view that are negative and contradictory.  This also means giving space to not-so-positive 
aspects of your topic, such as lawsuits or controversies associated with it. 
 
This is why there are Wikipedia pages like this one: 

 
Notice that this page doesn’t appear to take one side or another.  It simply tells us that some 
people criticize Walmart for certain reasons – and it also points out that Walmart has refuted 
these criticisms.   
 
Here’s another example.  This is from the Wikipedia page about another large retail chain, 
clothing store Abercrombie and Fitch: 

http://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Walmart
http://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Abercrombie_%26_Fitch
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Again, this section doesn’t appear to take one side or another.  The information is presented 
matter-of-factly, and we can draw our own conclusions about the company. 
 

Differing Points of View:  To Include or Not to Include? 
 
Wikipedia’s neutrality guidelines suggest including all “notable and verifiable” points of view on 
a topic.  But what does “notable and verifiable” mean?    
 
While this can get pretty complicated, a good general rule is, you should include 
negative/alternative/critical information if the information has received significant coverage 
in the news media, or if the information can be found with a simple Google search.   
 
And, of course, this information should be presented in a neutral, disinterested tone.   
 

 
Accentuate the Positive  . . . And Manage the Not-So-Positive  
 
At this point, you might be wondering, “Why the heck would I want to put negative information 
on my Wikipedia page?” 
 
Because if you don’t, someone will.   
 
Let’s say you want to write a Wikipedia page for Company XYZ.  You know that Company XYZ 
was sued for discriminatory hiring practices a few years ago – it was a national news story.  
And, it’s something that everyone at Company XYZ would love to forget.   
 
While it would be extremely tempting to simply not mention the negative stuff – it’s a really 
bad idea. 
 
Remember that anyone – anyone at all – can edit Wikipedia.  This means that the minute your 
page is published, absolutely anyone can add or delete information – even negative and not-so-
positive information.  As long as that information is supported by significant coverage in 
neutral, third-party sources, that is.  
 
By including the negative information from the get-go, you are controlling how that information 
is presented.  And, by including the good and the bad, you’re much less likely to end up getting 
flagged due to a perceived conflict of interest, which looks like this: 

 



22 
 

1001 S. Dairy Ashford, Suite #100  Houston, TX, 77077  713-465-6860  www.thewritersforhire.com 

 

 

 
Staying Neutral 
 
Sometimes neutrality can be difficult – especially when the subject is something you’re 
particularly knowledgeable or passionate about.   
 
We could probably write an entire book about neutrality – but in the interest of keeping things 
brief, we wrote a checklist instead.  If you’re concerned about neutrality, here are a few things 
to keep in mind: 
 
 Avoid opinion statements.  Let the facts speak for themselves. 
 Acknowledge differing points of view. 
 Avoid sales jargon and stick to neutral, clear language. 
 Don’t include anything that you can’t prove with citations from neutral, third-party 

sources. 
 Include all relevant information – positive and negative. 

 
That’s it for neutrality.  And, now that we’ve covered the most important Wikipedia “rules,” 
we’re going to take an in-depth look at content – what to put in, what to leave out, and how to 
decide length. 
 



23 
 

1001 S. Dairy Ashford, Suite #100  Houston, TX, 77077  713-465-6860  www.thewritersforhire.com 

 

 

Chapter 5:  Content 
 
By this point, you’ve probably got a pretty good grip on the rules of Wikipedia articles:  You 
know how to determine a topic’s Wiki-appropriateness.  You also know how to find good, third-
party sources, and you understand how to keep things neutral. 
 
So, now what?  Now we talk about content. 
 
Determining Length 
 
Wikipedia is funny:  You could practically write a book about all of the rules governing sources, 
notability, and neutrality.  But when it comes to article length, there’s not much to go on.  
There are a few general guidelines, but there’s very little in the way of hard-and-fast rules. 
 
Wikipedia’s general rule on length is that articles should be “neither too big nor too small.”   
 
Other than that, the Wiki community has no official rules about article length.  On one hand, 
this lack of rules is good – you have the freedom to make your article as long as it needs to be.  
On the other hand, though, this freedom can be a little daunting:  How do you know what to 
include?  How do you know what to leave out?  How big is “too big,” exactly?  How small is “too 
small”? 
 
What to Put In, What to Leave Out – and How to Format It 
 
There’s no single answer or magic formula that can help you figure out exactly how long your 
Wiki article should be – but you can use some of the following guidelines to help you decide 
what information to include, and how to organize it.   
 
Start with a helpful lead section.   
 
A “lead” is an introduction or overview that should summarize the contents of the article.  A 
lead can be anywhere from a sentence or two to a few paragraphs in length, depending on the 
topic and the length of the article. 
 
Let’s look at an example.  This is the lead paragraph for a TV series:  

http://www.thewritersforhire.com/blog/copywriting/everything-you-always-wanted-to-know-about-wikipedia-part-2-notability/
http://www.thewritersforhire.com/blog/copywriting/everything-you-always-wanted-to-know-about-wikipedia-part-3-sources/
http://www.thewritersforhire.com/blog/copywriting/everything-you-always-wanted-to-know-about-wikipedia-part-4-neutrality/
http://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Wikipedia:Article_size
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When we read this, we get all the important information:  We know what Firefly is, we know 
who wrote it, and we know what kind of show it was.  We can read on to get more in-depth 
about the episodes, cast, critical responses, and so on.  But if we didn’t read any farther than 
the lead, we’d walk away with at least a basic knowledge of the topic. 
 
Include important, relevant details.  
 
Remember that Wikipedia is an encyclopedia.  Although the online format allows for longer 
articles than you’d find in a traditional, printed volume, it’s best to stick to notable details that 
are appropriate for a general-interest audience. 
 
Still not sure about what to include or what to leave out?  Before you create a new article, you 
should check out a few Wiki articles on similar topics, people, or companies.  It’s always helpful 
to look at examples before getting started.   
 
Use the search field in the top right of the page, or browse Wikipedia’s categories until you find 
something similar: 

 
Use sections and headers to group information.   
 
Putting information into sections is a good way to keep your Wiki article from feeling too long.  
Plus, because most people will be reading your Wiki article on a screen, headers and sections 
will make your article easy to scan.   
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Below is the table of contents for the Wikipedia page about Seattle, Washington.  Seattle is a 
huge topic, and the page is broken up in to several sections, such as “Geography,” “Culture,” 
and “History”:   

 
Use bullets and/or tables when appropriate.   
 
Although Wikipedia articles should be primarily written in prose, a bulleted list or two within an 
article can make lengthy lists easier to read and understand.  When you’ve got a long list of 
information – such as a list of awards won, positions held, published works, etc. – you can avoid 
the “wall-of-text” look by using bullet points.   
 
Here’s an example from the Wikipedia page on hip-hop artist/actor Mos Def.  Bulleted lists 
make it easy to quickly view all of his various award nominations: 

 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 

http://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Seattle
http://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Mos_def
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You can also use tables to organize more complex lists of information.  In the example below, 
the climate data for the city of Houston, Texas is organized into an easy-to-scan table: 
 

 
Most importantly, use good judgment. 
 
There really is no set length when it comes to Wikipedia articles.  The best way to ensure that 
your article isn’t “too short” or “too long” is to use common sense and good judgment.  In other 
words, your article should be as long as it needs to be to get the point across.   
 
To sum things up: 
 
 Don’t worry about length.  When writing a Wiki article, think “quality” rather than 

“quantity.”   
 Browse Wikipedia and look at existing pages to get ideas. 
 Focus on presenting useful, neutral information.   
 Focus on finding good, reliable sources.  The best Wiki articles are easy to read, 

unbiased, and well-organized.   
 Use bulleted lists or tables when presenting lists of information or data. 
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Chapter 6:  A Few Final Tips 
 
We thought we’d wrap things up with a few odds and ends; random tidbits; and FAQs that 
didn’t quite fit into any of the other chapters.   
 
Frequently Asked Questions 
 
Q:  I want to write a Wikipedia article about my company – but we were sued for discrimination 
last year and it was all over the news.  Do I have to include that in my article? 
 
A:  If it’s notable, you should include it.  Wikipedia is supposed to be a source of neutral and 
unbiased information – and it’s supposed to include all relevant facts, not just the facts that 
make your topic look good.  You can choose to omit a scandal, if you really want to.  But 
remember that literally anyone can edit your article.  Chances are good that someone will find 
the information and add it in – and you won’t be able to do anything about it.  What’s more, an 
article that is too blatantly positive might get flagged for neutrality issues or a conflict of 
interest – and that could put your article and your entire Wiki account at risk.   
 
Q:  Can you guarantee that my Wikipedia article will stay up and/or remain intact? 
 
A:  No.  We can review your sources and tell you if your topic is Wiki-eligible.  We can help you 
make sure that your article is neutral, unbiased, and properly sourced.  But because anyone can 
edit Wikipedia, we can’t offer any type of guarantees that your page will remain as-is.   
 
Q:   What do you mean, “Anyone can edit Wikipedia?”   
 
A:  We mean exactly that:  Absolutely anyone can create or modify a Wikipedia page – as long 
as they follow the rules about neutrality, notability, and sources.   
 
Q:  What if someone vandalizes my page?  Does that happen? 
 
A:  Vandalism can happen, but it’s rare.  Fortunately, the Wikipedia community is fairly vigilant 
about spotting – and more importantly, correcting – cases of outright vandalism.  That said, it’s 
unlikely that your page will be vandalized.   
 
But when vandalism – or even bad, nonsensical editing – does happen, it doesn’t stick around 
long.  Here’s an example of a type of almost-vandalism that Wikipedia calls “patent nonsense”: 
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This may or may not be straight-up vandalism.  Someone could have accidentally “published” a 
test edit, or this could be the result of a language barrier or a (really, really) bad translation.  
Whatever the case, this . . . unusual . . . lead paragraph didn’t last long at all. 
 
The vandalism – or whatever it was – was quickly cleaned up: 
 

 
Q:  Why can’t this letter/diary entry work as a source for my Wiki article?  
 
A:   Wikipedia articles must be created using information from secondary sources – magazine 
and/or newspaper articles, books, and some websites.  Letters and diaries are considered 
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primary sources – and therefore not suitable to use as sources for your Wikipedia article.  If you 
want your Wikipedia article to stick, you have to follow the rules.   
 
Q:  Who made you the boss? Why do you get to tell me what I can and can’t put on my 
Wikipedia page? 
 
A:  Nobody made us the boss.  We don’t have an agenda.  We don’t work for Wikipedia.  As 
Wikipedia writers/editors/consultants, our job is to know the rules and standards – and help 
our clients follow those rules and standards.  Our only goal is to help you create a well-written, 
neutral, properly sourced article that doesn’t get flagged.  In other words, we’re sticklers about 
following the rules because we want your page to stick.  We’re sticklers because it’s our job. 
 
Q:  Why do I need to cite this fact?  It’s true – I promise! 
 
A:  We believe you.  But you still have to cite the information – it’s Wikipedia policy: 

 
Q:  Is my company/topic/product Wiki-eligible? 
 
A:  That depends.  To be eligible for a Wikipedia page, a topic has to be notable – in other 
words, it has to have received some amount of media coverage.  If your 
company/product/topic has appeared in a newspaper or magazine, you might be eligible.   
 
Q:  Can I write a Wiki page about myself or my company/product? 
 
A:  Technically, yes.  However, Wikipedia does have fairly strict guidelines about avoiding 
conflicts of interest.  If you decide to create your own Wiki article, though, you have to be 
especially careful to avoid sounding biased.  Neutrality can be difficult when you’re very close 
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to a particular topic.  Remember to include all viewpoints – including criticism or negative stuff.  
Also remember that Wikipedia is not a sales tool.  Stick to facts.   
 
Four Ways to Flag-Proof Your Wiki Page 
 
Want to make sure your Wikipedia page remains free of flags?  Here are four ways to help 
create a page that sticks: 
 

1. Use citations from neutral, third-party sources such as newspapers, magazines, scholarly 
journals, or government websites. 

 
2. Avoid stating opinions as facts.  Use neutral language to describe conflicts or differing 

viewpoints.   
 
 Good:  “In 2011, a former employee sued Company XYZ for unfair treatment.” 
 Bad:  “Company XYZ treats its employees unfairly.” 
 
 Good:  “According to a study by XXX, Company XYZ makes the best widgets.” 
 Bad: “Company XYZ makes the best widgets.” 
 

3. Don’t omit negative/controversial details just because you don’t like them.  If the 
information is out there, you should include it. 

 
4. Use neutral words and a disinterested tone.  State facts and let the reader draw his or 

her own conclusions: 
 
 Good:  “Senator Smith was elected 5 consecutive times.” 
 Bad:  “Senator Smith was popular and well-liked by her constituents.” 
 
 Good:  “Senator Smith sponsored 20 pieces of legislation related to education and 
 children’s issues.” 
 Bad:  “Senator Smith was a champion of education and children’s issues.” 
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Conclusion: What Now? 
 
So, there you have it.  Maybe it wasn’t everything you ever wanted to know about Wikipedia, 
but if you’ve stuck with us through this whole book, you probably have a pretty darn good idea 
about how to create a neutral, well-organized, and properly sourced Wiki article. 
 
So, what now? 
 
Now, you’re ready to contribute to Wikipedia. 
 
Creating a Wiki Article 
 
Before you create a Wikipedia article, it’s a good idea to do a quick search to make sure that 
there isn’t a page about your topic already. 

 
If there’s not an existing Wiki page about your topic, you have three main options for creating 
an article: 

 
Option1:  Submit a Request 
 
If you don’t want to write the article yourself, you can submit a request for article creation.  
When you submit a request, you are basically asking the existing Wiki community to create a 
page.  This is fairly easy to do. 
 
Step 1: Go to the “Requested Articles” page, which looks like this: 

http://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Wikipedia:REQUEST
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Step 2:  Scroll down and find a list of categories: 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 

 
Step 3:  Click the appropriate category and write a brief description of the article you would like 
the Wiki editors to create. 
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Let’s say that you want to create an article that’s related to engineering.  You’d click on the 
“Engineering” category, and then you’d add your request to the list, like so: 

The biggest benefit of requesting an article is that it takes almost no time and requires very 
little work. All you have to do is submit the request, and experienced Wiki editors will do all of 
the legwork, from determining notability to finding sources to writing and posting the article. 
 
There are a couple of drawbacks to this approach:  One drawback is that you have absolutely no 
control or influence over how the article is written. We’ve already mentioned that all Wiki 
articles must be neutral and unbiased – and this is true regardless of who writes the article.  But 
when you create your own article, you have a (tiny) degree over how information is presented.  
This is not the case when you leave the writing to the Wiki community at large.  The other 
major drawback is that there’s no telling when your article will be created.  Typically, there are 
way more requests than there are available Wiki editors.  You might have to wait months 
before your request is reviewed. 
 
The bottom line is, this is a good option if you aren’t in a hurry and you don’t have any major 
concerns about how the article is written.  If time is of the essence, or if you’d like to try to 
manage any negative or contentious information, you might want to look at your other options, 
which brings us to . . . 
 
Option 2:  Do it Yourself  
 

If you want a bit more control over how – and when – your article is written, you might want to 
consider creating an article yourself.  There are two ways to do this. 
 
The Article Wizard.  If you’re fairly new to the process, we suggest you use Wikipedia’s super-
helpful “Article Wizard.”  It walks you through virtually every step of the process, from 
determining notability to finding sources. 
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Here’s what the Article Wizard looks like: 

Once you choose “Create an article now,” the Wizard will walk you through a few more steps 
designed to help you determine notability, assess your sources, and think about content.  At 
the very end, you will have the option to create a draft and either save it for later or submit it 
for review by one of Wiki’s editors. 
 
Create an account and upload your article directly.  If you feel fairly confident that you “get” 
Wikipedia’s rules and guidelines, you can create an article and post it to Wikipedia without 
having it reviewed by Wiki editor beforehand.   
 
To do this, you have to create an account first.  Start by clicking “Create account” on the main 
Wiki page: 

 
Once you create an account, you will have access to an extra feature called “Sandbox,” which 
appears on the main page when you are logged in: 
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Your sandbox is the place where you can type your article (or paste it from a Word document).  
Sandboxes have special tools for formatting and inserting citations and photos.  All user 
sandboxes are private, and you can save the contents of your sandbox as often as you’d like.   
 
Here’s what a Wiki sandbox looks like: 

It’s fairly easy to publish your article to Wikipedia directly from your sandbox – there’s no need 
to have it reviewed by anyone first. 
 
Once your article is published, however, anyone may edit your article (as long as the edits 
adhere to Wiki’s rules).  And, if your article is biased or has any issues with sources or 
neutrality, it may be flagged. 
 
The DIY option is a good one if you’re willing to put in the time to really learn Wikipedia – and if 
you’re sure that your article is unbiased and that it conforms to all standards and policies.  This 
option is much more labor-intensive, and there is a learning curve – but it’s easy once you get 
the hang of it. 
 
If you don’t want to wait for someone else to do it – but you don’t feel totally comfortable 
going it alone, you might want to consider the third option. 
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Option 3:  Hire a Writer/Editor/Consultant 
 
If you like the idea of getting your article done relatively quickly – and you don’t want to try to 
do it all on your own, a Wikipedia writer/editor/consultant might be a good middle ground.  A 
good Wikipedia writer should be able to handle all aspects of creating a Wikipedia article, from 
determining notability to assisting with research to posting the final article. 
 
A good Wikipedia writer/editor can write your Wiki article from scratch – or they can simply 
review your existing material and help you ensure that it’s neutral, properly sourced, and free 
of original research.   
 
Try Googling “Wiki writing service” or “Wiki consulting” to find a good editor.   
 
Or, check out our Wiki consulting page.  We’d be happy to discuss your Wiki project. 
 
Whatever option you choose, we hope this eBook has helped. 
 
Thanks for reading! 
 
 

 

http://www.thewritersforhire.com/services/web-social/wikipedia/

