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This article is an adapted version of a
speech given at WikiConference North
America in November 2023.

Hello everyone, my name is Selena Deckelmann.
I'm the Chief Product and Technology Officer at
the Wikimedia Foundation.

As many of you know, I started my role at the
Foundation a little over a year ago, in August 2022.
I want to start by sharing a little bit about what this
role means to me: it's very much connected to how
I learned about sharing knowledge as a kid.

I grew up in Montana, in the western half of the
United States, but I also grew up on the road. My
stepfather was part of a pipefitter-welder union,
and we traveled to where the work was. We
traveled so much that the places that stand out were
all shared spaces.

I especially loved the shared space at the public
library in downtown Kalispell, Montana. It was an
incredible place. I truly looked forward to the time
I spent there, which was pretty often after school
until one of my parents got off work.

I was lucky enough to have a wonderful children's
librarian who spent a ton of time with me,
recommending books based on what I liked, talking
with me about school and explaining how libraries
worked. He explained the card catalog and the
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Dewey Decimal System. He showed me all the
books in the kids section by Roald Dahl, and
showed me an Oxford English Dictionary that was
available on a lectern as a reference. I got lots of
nerd points when I went to university for aspiring
to own an OED myself.

It makes me incredibly proud that Wikipedia and
all Wikimedia projects contribute to the sharing of
knowledge, and that we play as special a role in
many people's lives as the Kalispell library played
in mine. What Wikipedia has accomplished is the
creation of a public space meant for everyone to
experience the joy that comes from learning.

Not only that, but Wikipedia also makes it possible
to share knowledge at a new and unprecedented
scope and scale. We work together to protect these
public spaces, and we stand against censorship
everywhere. I think it's incredible that we get to do
both of those things as a result of the contributions
of hundreds of thousands of volunteers worldwide,
every month.

Being here builds on my experiences with the
many beautiful and useful public spaces I enjoyed
as a child.

The importance of public spaces is one of the main
reasons that I took this role. The other reason is
because of all of you, and the community you
represent. I started my career tinkering with Linux
and writing Perl scripts, and now I'm on my 3rd 20-
year-old open source codebase. I've seen firsthand
how powerful it can be when volunteers come
together to build something out in the open.

I knew many Wikipedians before I started at the
Foundation, and since starting I've been able to
revive connections and also meet many of you for
the first time. I'm lucky to live in Portland, Oregon,
also the hometown of Ward Cunningham, who
coined the phrase "wiki," and who is a friend and
advisor to me.

One Year In
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The local library in the former Federal Building in
Kalispell, Montana.

The Rose City Book Pub in Portland, Oregon, where
I've had meetups with local Wikimedians.

Audrey Tang, Taiwan's first Digital Minister, has
compared Wikipedia to "harnessing fire," by turning
potentially destructive debate into energy that fuels
truth and understanding among people.

I've also been having meetups at a very Portland
kind of place: a Book Pub (they sell new and used
books, and you can sit in the stacks with a pint and
have dinner). I've met up with local Wikipedians
there, and some folks from the Cascadia
Wikimedians User Group. I've been incredibly
lucky to get to attend a handful of in person
conferences, and meet hundreds of volunteers
online, on wiki, on IRC and in video chats. Some
of you have written me letters and I have
appreciated meeting (sometimes frustrated) folks
who are trying to make things better.

The conversations I've had over the past year have
also led me to some big questions. Questions about
our future — the future of Wikipedia and the
projects, and also the future of our movement and
the Foundation. These are about what we need —
collectively — in order to meet that future.

In a recent conversation I had with Audrey Tang,
Taiwan's first Digital Minister, she compared
Wikipedia to fire. Wikipedia is the one place on the
internet that has taken potentially destructive
debate, harnessed it, and turned it into energy that
fuels truth and understanding among people.

Audrey described this as "harnessing fire,"
something humans have done since the beginning.
Along with it, you need all the things that can make
fire safer — fireplaces, fire extinguishers, and fire
departments — even as you're using it to do
something good and useful.

Audrey described Wikipedia as a safe space for
debate, a system that helps transform and unite
divided people. I think harnessing the fire of
passionate debate online is what Wikipedians do.
And I'd like your help in using those skills for
debate, research and reasoning, to unlock what I
believe is a profound challenge we face.

I think it is a unique time for us all. There's a potential for sea change on the internet, driven by
generative artificial intelligence. A shocking breadth of the world is touched by the work of artificial
intelligence companies and very recent advances in machine learning.

Big Questions
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There's increasing regulation (https://medium.com/wikimedia-policy/if-congress-repeals-section-230
-what-will-that-mean-for-wikipedia-691559dfb2c5), and also censorship threats (https://wikimediafo
undation.org/news/2023/02/03/wikimedia-foundation-urges-pakistan-telecommunications-authority-t
o-restore-access-to-wikipedia-in-pakistan/), that affect Wikipedia.

We are also seeing a decline in a vital group of Wikipedians – our admins, whose work is crucial to
how content is produced and maintained over the long term. A report from The Signpost in October
shows that "we hit a new record low, going back over a decade, of 448 active admins. To find the last
time English Wikipedia had fewer than 449 active admins, we have to go back to 2005."[1]

An earlier report from The Signpost, in August, says that "99% of our admins made their first edits
over four and a half years ago. [...] Over 90% of current admins made their first edit before I wrote
that article [thirteen years ago]."[2]

So, we have options. One might be to change nothing; maybe this project is a one-generation wonder.

Or, we could figure out what we all need to ensure our projects survive the sea changes coming our
way. I know that there is a lot of Wikipedia history about how some pundits treat every big tech
change as the impending death of Wikipedia. And over two decades later, that just has not been true.
That said, I do think we have to face multiple things coming our way all at the same time – especially
when our own numbers seem to be shrinking, not growing.

That has gotten me thinking about what kinds of projects and organizations really stand the test of
time. My view is that most don't. It is hard to think beyond a single generation and I believe we must
begin to do exactly that. We must ask what changes will be needed to make sure Wikipedia can last
past this generation. There's enough that Wikipedia has done for the world that it's worth the effort to
sustain it, and the world still needs Wikipedia. So how would we ensure this project is
multigenerational?

As I've said before, I think it begins with sustainability: How can we ensure that this remarkable
project that has been around for nearly 23 years continues to grow and stay relevant? Everyone here
knows about how generative AI has seemed to affect every part of our lives over the past year. Our
data and the systems that produce it form the backbone for every single commercial large language
model. I fundamentally believe that this makes our work more valuable and relevant in this new
future. But how can we help ensure that human-powered knowledge creation remains a priority for
the world? And in addition, the world is shifting away from purely web-based platforms for
searching the internet – with services like TikTok affecting powerful changes in the way people find
knowledge. Are we prepared to meet the changing needs for how people find information, in the way
that we've met other big technological and social shifts over the past two decades?

We also must determine what appropriate support looks like: How can we, as the Foundation, best
support volunteers so that you can do the work of producing more knowledge?

Since coming to the Foundation, I've had a lot of conversations about the Foundation's role. I'll
borrow a phrase from our CEO, Maryana Iskander, who is asking us all to examine what "roles and
responsibilities" are best, and for who. I want to bring more clarity to that definition when it comes to
the Product and Tech work, so that we are very clear on our role and how we can support you. The
Wikimedia Foundation focuses on making the work of volunteers easier, and scalable across
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This screenshot shows an example of the kind of
input we're gathering and incorporating into our
product planning. This is using the same kinds of
crowdsourcing techniques we use for articles, but
adapted for user research and product development
at the Foundation.

hundreds of languages and locations. But for us to do that well, I need more help from all of you. I
can't tackle every tech issue that everyone wants to see resolved all at once, but I am proud of the
progress we have been able to make in the last year.

In the last couple of months, we shipped changes that enabled a better backbone for PageTriage, and
worked closely with volunteer developers to ensure future sustainability. Going forward, we have a
number of initiatives ranging from projects like Edit Check, Discussion Tools, Dark mode (https://dif
f.wikimedia.org/2023/11/24/dark-mode-is-coming/), Patrolling on Android, Watchlist on iOS,
Automoderator, Community Configuration, the Wikimedia Commons Upload Wizard, and others.

My team has also been looking into ways to make our bug fixing work more effective and visible. I
recently learned that 331 volunteer-reported Phabricator tasks were resolved by Foundation staff and
contractors from July 1st to September 30th of this past year.

With the input and help of volunteers and Foundation staff, I've been making and supporting a
number of key decisions: First, we're changing how we partner with the community. For example, the
Foundation has changed how we create and launch fundraising banners in response to RfCs and with
ongoing feedback from volunteers.

In the product and tech space, we're using research methods that solicit prototypes directly from
volunteers for informing typography decision making. And we're learning not just the basics of font
size and spacing, we're also getting important information about context, devices and cultural aspects
of the use of Wikipedia which are vital for helping make our software easier to use as how people use
and access it changes (and it has changed a lot over 20 years!).

This year, I re-created a MediaWiki team, with
product management leadership under Birgit
Müller, tasked with rethinking approaches to
development of MediaWiki going forward.

We are changing our approach to the community
wishlist survey, with the Community Tech team
working to get volunteer requests and needs
communicated to all the different teams in product
and technology to support the work, not only their
team!

We are trying to improve what we do. But this
won't really add up to much if I don't get more help
from you. Some of what I need help with is
resetting how we talk to each other, and work
together. Finding better avenues for debate and
discussion, and civil ways to disagree when we
can't make everyone happy. The Foundation may
be an organization, but at the end of the day, we're
all just people. Many of you have built connections
with individual members of my teams on and off-wiki as we come together to do the work.
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What do we all need to make Wikipedia and
Wikimedia projects multigenerational in their scope?
Schedule a time to chat with me and share what
you're working on, and what problems we can solve
together.

How do we maintain strong, lasting relationships so this is more than a single-generation
partnership? I don't have answers for all of these big questions. And these are not questions for me to
answer alone. They're for us to answer, together.

The Wikimedia Foundation's stated mission is: To empower and engage people around the world to
collect and develop educational content under a free license or in the public domain, and to
disseminate it effectively and globally.

I believe that we can't succeed in that mission without being on the same page. I believe this starts
with us seeking answers together for these big questions about sustainability, support and the human
relationships and connections that enable our work.

In its first 20 years, Wikipedia was built by individuals: individual people making individual
contributions, small and large, every day. Wikipedia grew, and simultaneously, a community of
individuals became a movement. And look what you made!

A fire doesn't immediately begin as an inferno. Instead, it's stoked by many people over time, with
care, passion, and dedication. Now, and always, we are responsible for the future of this mission and
for what this project becomes. I'm glad to have the opportunity to stand here today and pose some of
our big questions. This is an invitation to work on finding the answers, together.

I'll close with a question I hope I can get help
answering from everyone here: what do we all
need to make Wikipedia and Wikimedia
projects multigenerational in their scope?

We have some examples where projects and
institutions can persist in time, like universities or
libraries for example. But Wikipedia is different.
What are the parts we can emulate, what other
things might we need to invent?

Both Maryana and I started our time at the
Foundation by taking a listening tour, where we
each got the chance to meet so many of you. I
deeply valued the time I spent speaking to you about your plans, your hopes for the movement, the
roadblocks you met in your work. As Maryana recently shared, we're kicking off another listening
tour similar to that first one, called Talking:2024. So: schedule a time to speak with me. I want to
hear from you about what you're working on, and what problems we can solve together.

1. "Where have all the administrators gone?" Oct 2023

2. "Thirteen years later, why are most administrators still from 2005?" Aug 2023

← PREVIOUS "Technology report" NEXT "Technology report" →
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+ Add a comment (https://en.wikipedia.org/w/index.php?editintro=Wikipedia:Wikip

edia_Signpost/Templates/Comment-editnotice&title=Wikipedia_talk:Wikipedia_Sig

npost/2024-01-10/Technology_report&action=edit&preload=Wikipedia:Signpost/Te
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THESE COMMENTS ARE AUTOMATICALLY TRANSCLUDED FROM THIS ARTICLE'S TALK PAGE. TO FOLLOW
COMMENTS, ADD THE PAGE TO YOUR WATCHLIST (HTTPS://EN.WIKIPEDIA.ORG/W/INDEX.PHP?TITLE=WIKIPEDIA
_TALK:WIKIPEDIA_SIGNPOST/2024-01-10/TECHNOLOGY_REPORT&ACTION=WATCH). IF YOUR COMMENT HAS
NOT APPEARED HERE, YOU CAN TRY .

This year, I re-created a MediaWiki team It's sad that this is at least the second time
someone has had to do that. Lila killed the first one in the Reorg of Doom. Other managers
unrecognizably transformed the second trying to further their rise, driving off some good
people in the process. Anomie⚔ 13:53, 12 January 2024 (UTC)

It was quite an eye-opener for me to realize that the bot I volunteered to take over
eleven years ago was developed and run by volunteers, and later to realize that even
virtually the entire MediaWiki software platform that Wikipedia runs on was also
developed and supported by volunteers. At this point I assume that virtually everything
but the server hardware and fundraising is run by volunteers. It's nice to know that there
is a MediaWiki team, albeit one listed at the very bottom (https://wikimediafoundation.or
g/role/staff-contractors/#technology) of the organization. It was nice to meet Selena and
Birgit in Toronto at the November conference there. – wbm1058 (talk) 04:38, 22 January
2024 (UTC)

I think the Foundation is really thinking through these issues correctly under Maryana, and I
like what Selena had to say here. They are taking the issue of editor retention seriously. No
doubt there will always be some tension between the WMF and Wikipedians, but this is a
very positive indication. —Ganesha811 (talk) 22:39, 12 January 2024 (UTC)
In April 2024 you said (https://lists.wikimedia.org/hyperkitty/list/wikimedia-l@lists.wikimedia.o
rg/thread/SD4RPMFUWT6PJANGV37OJCNPG7SWXIQJ/), "My experience so far has been
that we (the Wikimedia Foundation) have a very contentious relationship with English
Wikipedia." As a Wikimedia community member, I agree with this. Here you ask, "How can
we, as the Foundation, best support volunteers so that you can do the work of producing
more knowledge?" I would like 1) the Foundation to openly encourage the Wikimedia
community to list points of contention and 2) empower the community to seriously discuss
these issues in public. Right now, the Wikimedia Foundation has extreme aversion to
acknowledging when the Wikimedia community consensus takes different social and ethical
positions than the Wikimedia Foundation. Without the Wikimedia Foundation and the
Wikimedia community being able to openly discuss differences as peer institutions, I see
little hope of reconciling differences. Bluerasberry (talk) 18:01, 13 January 2024 (UTC)
Years ago, WMF managed to arrest the decline in the number of editors, but we still have
the problem of more of the work being done by fewer editors. The problem is generational;
when you talk to the kids, not just the internet but the Wikipedia has always been there.
Most don't even stop to think that someone wrote it. And no one looks at the source code of
web pages any more, as it is a mass of incomprehensible CSS. I hope that WMF can come
up with another solution. Hawkeye7 (discuss) 04:13, 14 January 2024 (UTC)
Some thoughts:

1. The Foundation needs to think beyond technology to solve editor retention problems. For
example, Wikimedia markup is not that difficult: it's just another form of punctuation. The
problem, IMHO, is with templates which are either poorly documented or unfindable. In the
past when I've complained about this, the response has been "You're right, but the
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developers want to make these changes before they're documented." Users don't care
about what's under the hood: knowing that they exist & how to use them is the important
part.

2. Money always helps. (Note: this is a point I believe I've mentioned to Selena face-to-
face.) A lot of work -- currently unpaid -- goes into creating & maintaining all of the projects,
& "labor of love" only motivates volunteers so far. At the same time, we have repeated
demonstrations that there is a lot of money available. (For example, $1 million was wasted
on an unneeded & poorly-received effort to renaming the Foundation. Other examples can
easily be found.) Now I'm not even asking that every volunteer be given a share of money
from the donations -- or interest on the endowment -- but that rules or a procedure be made
available to volunteers for requesting funding for uses of this money beyond evangelism.
Say, if a volunteer has written several Featured Articles they are qualified to ask for money
to buy (or be reimbursed) research materials. After all, writing a useful article -- by which I
mean an article of B or even C quality -- can take as much effort as writing an
undergraduate term paper; having done both, I know what I'm saying here. Currently, there
is little indication this is possible. (And then there are the needs of volunteers who perform
less visible but equally valuable work such as monitoring AfD or resolving disputes.)

3. And then there's having an open dialogue with the volunteer community. Sometimes we
volunteers are wrong, & sometimes we're inexcusably rude. But both of those arise because
far too often the Foundation treats us as the staff of your average social media website,
such as Twitter/X or Stack Exchange, treats its users: as a bunch of anonymous eyeballs
who must be tolerated because it's part of the job. While there are individual Foundation
employees who are praiseworthy exceptions to this comment, I can't help but reminded of
Cory Doctorov's suggestion that a business on the information superhighway has some cool
people in it -- "Can you let them come out & play?" -- only to reflect that all of them who are
have. -- llywrch (talk) 21:22, 15 January 2024 (UTC)

On your example for point 2.. I think this is possible. Local wikimedia orgs have
purchased books, cameras and refunded event attendance in the past. We have the
whole Wikipedia Library. There are lots of examples where recognised editors,
organisers and developers are helped with all kinds of things. However due to tax
fraud and corruption risks, managing such programs comes with challenges.. So as an
editor, you cannot just say "gimme money for a book". You have to bring the use case,
document it, administrate it and verify it. And for many editors that is simply too much
work. I think this is an important point to make as I often see people asking for things,
which I know my local wikimedia org can help with or facilitate, yet some people are
unaware, or don't want to spend effort. But effort is needed because without it, abuse
will follow. And if you want people not to have to spend effort than you have to think it
through to the level of a Wikipedia Library initiative. So if this is something that
interests you I would encourage you to, like the wikipedia library, spend some time
thinking about how to make a program for this work. —TheDJ (talk • contribs) 10:57,
16 January 2024 (UTC)

Another issue? VisualEditor is praised because time was put in to fix it. It was improved immensely until
it actually worked, and wasn't a buggy mess.

This is not true of a lot of things pushed forwards by the Foundation. MediaViewer thinks that if the date
is given as 1900, then the work dates from 1 January 1900, and will tell people that. If the work is by
Mathew Brady and Levin Corbin Handy, it'll tell you it was a work by Mathew Brady alone. These bugs
have been unfixed for EIGHT YEARS. Adam CuerdenAdam Cuerden   (( talktalk ))

Has about 8.7% of all Has about 8.7% of all FPsFPs .. 05:25, 22 January
2024 (UTC)
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