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What are Requests for Comment (RfC) ?

A major and common process used by Wikipedia editors for requesting 
input from uninvolved editors concerning content related disputes

Unresolved content dispute Uninvolved editors’ new input
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Initiation Discussion
3 outcomes: 
• Formal closure 
• Informal ending 
• Stale
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An uninvolved editor (closer) came and formally closed the RfC.
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Closer evaluated that the consensus is to include “current”.
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This is the ideal case but it doesn’t always happen to all RfCs. 



Comparison of three possible outcomes of RfCs
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Formally closed Informally ended Stale
Dispute is 
resolved O O X

Ended by Uninvolved editor (closer) Participant, initiator, or 
uninvolved editor None

RfC tag is 
removed by Uninvolved editor (closer) Participant, initiator, or 

uninvolved editor Legobot



Formally closed Informally ended Stale
Dispute is 
resolved O O X

Ended by Uninvolved editor (closer) Participant, initiator, or 
uninvolved editor None

RfC tag is 
removed by Uninvolved editor (closer) Participant, initiator, or 

uninvolved editor Legobot

Usually for relatively more contentious discussions.
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Usually due to overwhelming agreement by participants or 
withdrawal of the RfC by the initiator.
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Formally closed Informally ended Stale
Dispute is 
resolved O O X

Ended by Uninvolved editor (closer) Participant, initiator, or 
uninvolved editor None

RfC tag is 
removed by Uninvolved editor (closer) Participant, initiator, or 

uninvolved editor Legobot



Problematic case where the dispute is unresolved.
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Formally closed Informally ended Stale
Dispute is 
resolved O O X

Ended by Uninvolved editor (closer) Participant, initiator, or 
uninvolved editor None

RfC tag is 
removed by Uninvolved editor (closer) Participant, initiator, or 

uninvolved editor Legobot
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We found that

• 1/3 of RfCs are stale without any closure
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We found that

• 1/3 of RfCs are stale without any closure

• Many do not get formally closed in a timely fashion
• average: 45.56 days (    = 81.14)σ
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1.5 times more than the time an RfC is allowed by default



So it appears many Requests for Comments are stale. 

Why are they a problem? 
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• Can be discouraging to editors if an RfC never gets closed 
when they put effort into it 

• Can be a problem for productivity as editors involved in 
RfCs may wait on the outcome before further editing

Stale RfCs…
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Why do many RfCs remain stale?



OUTLINE

1. Collection of data
2. Description of RfCs over time
3. Reasons behind stale RfCs
4. Model for predicting RfC’s outcome
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Collection of Data
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• Gathered and analyzed 7,316 RfCs 

from the English Wikipedia 2011~2017 

• Built models predicting RfCs’ outcomes 

Quantitative Study

01
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• Interviewed frequent 10 closers 

• Inspected 40 randomly chosen 

stale RfCs from the dataset

Qualitative Study
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Collection of Data
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• Gathered and analyzed 7,316 RfCs 

from the English Wikipedia 2011~2017 

• Built models predicting RfCs’ outcomes 

Quantitative Study

• Interviewed frequent 10 closers 

• Inspected 40 randomly chosen 

stale RfCs from the dataset

Qualitative Study

• Consulted with 2 members of the Wikimedia Foundation 

• Discussed the study on Wikimedia’s research mailing list
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1.Use revision history of talk pages provided by MediaWiki API and Legobot’s edits
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Collection of Data01
RfC Discussion and Closing Data



RfC Discussion and Closing Data

1.Use revision history of talk pages provided by MediaWiki API and Legobot’s edits

2.Gather url of the original page where the RfC was started at
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Collection of Data01



1.Use revision history of talk pages provided by MediaWiki API and Legobot’s edits

3. Iterate through archives to find the current url of RfC

2.Gather url of the original page where the RfC was started at
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Collection of Data01
RfC Discussion and Closing Data



1.Use revision history of talk pages provided by MediaWiki API and Legobot’s edits

3. Iterate through archives to find the current url of RfC

2.Gather url of the original page where the RfC was started at
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Collection of Data01

4.Using the url, retrieve/parse RfC content using libraries (MediaWiki, WikiChatter)

RfC Discussion and Closing Data



• 7,316 RfCs on English Wikipedia (2011 ~2017) 

• Extracted initiator, participant, closer information, comments, initiating and 

closing statements 

• Kept reply structure intact using Python libraries
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Collection of Data01
RfC Discussion and Closing Data



OUTLINE

1. Collection of data
2. Description of RfCs over time
3. Reasons behind stale RfCs
4. Model for predicting RfC’s outcome
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Description of RfCs over time

The number of RfCs initiated each month in our dataset from 2011 to end of 2017 

02
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Overall a steady volume of RfCs are initiated: 60~120 per month



Closers are:
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Description of RfCs over time02

closers participants initiators
number of edits 39,759 14,055 23,432

closers participants initiators
num of editors 759 14,815 3,346

2.Smaller number of closers compared to initiators/participants 
• May mean not everyone closes

1.More experienced than initiators/participants 
• higher average edit counts



So there’s a steady volume of usage of RfCs with 
experienced editors as closers… 

Back to the main question: 
Major issues we found in the RfC process

!33



Formally closed Informally ended Stale
Dispute is 
resolved O O X

Ended by Uninvolved editor (closer) Participant, initiator, or 
uninvolved editor None

Number of 
RfCs 4,086 (58%) 672 (9%) 2,329 (33%)
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Description of RfCs over time02

1. Many Requests for Comment are stale.



2. Many RfCs are not formally closed with a timely fashion.

σ

σ

Initiation Last Comment Formal Closure

45.56 days (    = 81.14)

16.74 days (    = 25.9)
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Description of RfCs over time02
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Description of RfCs over time02

 Crazy outliers exist: 
• RfCs that took a long time to close after last comment 
• RfCs that just dragged on, not being formally closed



Why are many Requests for Comment stale? 
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OUTLINE

1. Collection of data
2. Description of RfCs over time
3. Reasons behind stale RfCs
4. Model for predicting RfC’s outcome
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Recap of Methods 

A. Interviews with 10 frequent closers on English Wikipedia 

B. Qualitative analysis of randomly selected 40 stale RfCs
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04 Reasons behind stale RfCs



1. Problems with initiators and initial proposals

“An RfC not well-formed - … results are unclear because of the structure 
of the RfC. For example, the RfC might have no clear question…” 
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1. Problems with initiators and initial proposals

“An RfC not well-formed - … results are unclear because of the structure 
of the RfC. For example, the RfC might have no clear question…” 
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04 Reasons behind stale RfCs



2. Behavior of participants: bickering and sock-puppeting
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04 Reasons behind stale RfCs



2. Behavior of participants: bickering and sock-puppeting

“If I would have a suspicion that there was socking going on, I 
probably wouldn’t be closing it.”
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04 Reasons behind stale RfCs



3. Lack of interest or expertise from uninvolved editors

“When no one cares enough because even if you get it wrong, you’ve 
affected one small part of one article that might get 15 views a day…
passed on an RfC because I thought ‘… My time is better used 
elsewhere.’”
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04 Reasons behind stale RfCs



3. Lack of interest or expertise from uninvolved editors
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04 Reasons behind stale RfCs

“…in some cases a certain amount of background may also 
be a requirement. This is especially relevant for more technical 
subjects… You may be able to remedy this by studying, or it may 
be better to leave the discussion for someone else to close.”



4. RfC is too complicated/contentious

“…a few that I avoid just because… anything with like 300 plus 
comments or where feelings are running very high. Eventually I think 
‘That needs one of Wikipedia’s big names to close…’”

“And I tried to read it, I looked it over and I realized I couldn’t make 
heads or tails of it.’”
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04 Reasons behind stale RfCs



5. Interpersonal issues and “wikipolitics”

“… Now suppose people with whom I do not share a particularly 
good relationship has initiated the RfC, I don’t generally close it.”
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04 Reasons behind stale RfCs

“…if you have people who don’t like something you did, … , if it’s not 
popular amongst enough people, they can … sway a discussion.”



OUTLINE

1. Collection of data
2. Description of RfCs over time
3. Reasons behind stale RfCs
4. Model for predicting RfC’s outcome
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05 Model for predicting RfC’s outcome
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1.Understand the features that can predict whether an RfC will go stale.

Goal
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2.Help initiator/participants take action to prevent stale RfCs

Goal



05 Model for predicting RfC’s outcome
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1.Understand the features that can predict whether an RfC will go stale


2.Help initiator/participants take action to prevent stale RfCs

Goal

Need to also build timely models to prevent in advance



05 Model for predicting RfC’s outcome
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 1.Select features

Building a predictor

5 reasons found through qualitative study

 2.Train classifiers using those features



05 Model for predicting RfC’s outcome

1.Initiator’s experience 
• initiator’s edit count 

• age of the initiator account 

• number of revisions to the talk page of the RfC by the initiator 

• whether the initiator is an admin
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Problems with initiators/initial proposals



2.Participants’ interest 

• number of participants 

• ratio of new participants to the talk page where the RfC is at 
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05 Model for predicting RfC’s outcome

Lack of interest from editors



3.Participants’ experience 

• age of the account of participants(average, standard deviation, 

sum, maximum) 

• participants’ edit count (average, sum) 
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05 Model for predicting RfC’s outcome

Behavior of participants



• number of comments 

• average depth of replies per comment 

• average number of replies to each comment 
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Model for predicting RfC’s outcome05

RfC being complicated/long4.Size and shape of discussion



• number of supports/opposes 

• ratio of supports over total votes 

• number of replies that support/oppose comments receive 

• weighted reciprocity
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Model for predicting RfC’s outcome05

RfC being contentious5.Contentiousness



6.Tone of participant discourse 

• hostility, swear words, anger, positive, negative, affect 

• cognition, percept, insight 

• first-person singular word, inclusive, exclusive 

• certainty, tentativeness 
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Model for predicting RfC’s outcome05

Behavior of participants



7.Initial proposal tone & length
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Model for predicting RfC’s outcome05

Problems with initial proposals

• number of words and characters in proposal 

• same tone related features as the participants’



8.Popularity of RfC and topic 
• number of words and characters in the RfC  

• number of revisions made on talk page of RfC 

• number of revisions made 1/2/3 week(s), 1/2 month(s) 

prior to initiation
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Model for predicting RfC’s outcome05

Lack of interest from editors



Adaptive Boosted Decision Trees perform the best overall except the 
recall score with 75.3% accuracy. 

8.1% increase over the baseline performance of 67.2%. 
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Model for predicting RfC’s outcome

Algorithm Precision Recall F1 AUC Accuracy

LG 0.762 0.868 0.812 0.657 0.73
ADT 0.788 0.864 0.825 0.695 0.753
RF 0.75 0.909 0.822 0.645 0.736

SVM 0.71 0.955 0.815 0.58 0.709
Baseline (predicting close) 0.672 1 0.803 0.5 0.672
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Performance of ADT classifiers using features from each category
!62

Model for predicting RfC’s outcome

Category Precision Recall F1 AUC Accuracy

Size and Shape of Discussion 0.75 0.903 0.819 0.644 0.733

Participant Experience 0.757 0.86 0.805 0.647 0.72
Participant Interest 0.722 0.897 0.8 0.595 0.699
Contentiousness 0.674 0.98 0.799 0.506 0.669
Popularity of RfC and Topic 0.687 0.947 0.797 0.533 0.675
Tone of Discourse 0.691 0.925 0.791 0.54 0.673
Initiator Experience 0.675 0.984 0.801 0.508 0.672
Initial Proposal Tone and Length 0.673 0.978 0.798 0.504 0.667

05



Performance of ADT classifiers using features from each category
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Model for predicting RfC’s outcome05
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Top 14 features in the ADT model incorporating all data, including correlation to closure !64

Model for predicting RfC’s outcome

  Features Importance p
  Number of comments 0.08 -0.053 < 0.0001
  Maximum Wikipedia age of participants 0.06 0.12 < 0.0001
  Cognitive tone of Rfc 0.06 -0.049 < 0.0001
  Average Wikipedia age of participants 0.06 0.03 < 1
      of Wikipedia age of participants 0.04 0.215 < 0.0001
  Sum of edit counts of participants 0.04 0.147 < 0.0001
  Average edit counts of participants 0.04 0.146 < 0.0001
  Number of participants 0.04 0.13 < 0.0001
  Average reply depth of comments 0.04 -0.13 < 0.0001
  Average number of replies 0.04 0.061 < 0.0001
  Affective tone of RfC 0.04 -0.054 < 0.0001
  Wikipedia age of RfC initiator 0.04 0.028 < 0.005
  Hostile tone of initial proposal 0.04 0.013 < 0.5
  First person singular word usage of Rfc 0.04 0.015 < 0.5

σ

ρ

05
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Model for predicting RfC’s outcome

 Features Importance p

 Number of comments 0.08 -0.053 < 0.0001

 Average reply depth of comments 0.04 -0.13 < 0.0001

 Average number of replies 0.04 0.061 < 0.0001

ρ

Features related to size and shape of discussion within top 14 features 
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Model for predicting RfC’s outcome

 Features Importance p

 Number of participants 0.04 0.13 < 0.0001

ρ

Feature related to participant interest within top 14 features 

05
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Model for predicting RfC’s outcome

 Features Importance p

 Maximum Wikipedia age of participants 0.06 0.12 < 0.0001

 Average Wikipedia age of participants 0.06 0.03 < 1

     of Wikipedia age of participants 0.04 0.215 < 0.0001

 Sum of edit counts of participants 0.04 0.147 < 0.0001

 Average edit counts of participants 0.04 0.146 < 0.0001

σ

ρ

Features related to participant experience within top 14 features 

05



How soon after an RfC is initiated can we predict the 
likelihood of closure with reasonable accuracy? 

!68



How soon after an RfC is initiated can we predict the 
likelihood of closure with reasonable accuracy? 

• Immediately after initiation, 1 week, 2 weeks, …. ,11 weeks 

• All 61 features + number of days since the last comment up to the 
current time
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Model for predicting RfC’s outcome05
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Can predict above 70% accuracy as early as one week after initiation
!71



When it’s a 50/50 
chance at 6 weeks, 
best models improve 
over the baseline by 
over 15%
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Model for predicting RfC’s outcome05

Implication of timely models

Show which features are important at a time point along 
with prediction of outcome

Initiator/participants can take actions using the top features
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Model for predicting RfC’s outcome05

After 2 weeks the models show participants’ expertise level is crucial.

Participants invite experienced editors to the discussion.

Implication of timely models



1) New comprehensive dataset of RfCs
• https://figshare.com/articles/rfc_sql/7038575 

2)1/3 of RfCs do not get closed at all and many do not get closed within time

3) Qualitative study showing insight from the closers as to why this is the case

4) New models to help predict which RfCs are likely to go stale

• Paper: trusttri.github.io/papers/wiki_deliberation.pdf  

• Contact: imjane@umich.edu, axz@mit.edu

Major findings and Important links
Summary of contributions
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Number of RfCs issued from 2004 to 2017 by categories.  
One RfC may have multiple categories, for example, { { rfc | econ | bio } }.
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Appendix

RfC Category Num RfCs 
initiated RfC Category Num RfCs 

initiated
Politics, government & law 2650 Religion & philosophy 949

History & geography 2573 Wikipedia style & naming 749

Biographies 2123 Wikipedia proposals 634

Wikipedia policies & guidelines 1767 Economy, trade, & companies 585

Uncategorized 1732 Wikipedia technical issues & templates 381

Society, sports & culture 1634 Language & linguistics 372

Art, architecture, literature, & media 1601 WikiProjects & collaborations 259

Maths, science, & technology 1165


