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Abstract. Legal professionals have access to many different sources of knowledge, 
including user-generated Wikipedia articles that summarize previous judicial decisions 
(i.e., precedents). Although these Wikipedia articles are easily accessible, they have 
unknown provenance and reliability, and therefore using them in professional settings 
is problematic. Nevertheless, Wikipedia articles influence legal judgments, as we show 
using a first-of-its-kind randomized control trial on judicial decision making. We find 
that the presence of a Wikipedia article about Irish Supreme Court decisions makes it 
meaningfully more likely that the corresponding case will be cited as a precedent by 
judges in subsequent decisions. The language used in the Wikipedia article also influ-
ences the language used in judgments. These effects are only present for citations by the 
High Court and not for the higher levels of the judiciary (Court of Appeal and Supreme 
Court). The High Court faces larger caseloads, so this may indicate that settings with 
greater time pressures encourage greater reliance on Wikipedia. Our results add to the 
growing recognition that Wikipedia and other frequently accessed sources of user- 
generated content have profound effects on important social outcomes and that these 
effects extend farther than previously seen—into high-stakes settings where norms are 
supposed to restrict their use.
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1. Introduction
The flourishing of user-generated content (UGC) in 
recent decades has sparked interest in who is creating 
this content and what influence it is having (Forman and 
van Zeebroeck 2019). In another age, the influence of 
content created by a random person might have been 
confined to their real-world friends and colleagues. 
However, since the emergence of digital platforms in the 
early 2000s, the creation and reach of UGC has expanded 
dramatically (Fader and Winer 2012). One of the most 
important UGC platforms is Wikipedia, which has more 
than 6.5 million articles in English (Wikipedia 2022) and 
gets 18 billion page views per month (Pew Research 
Center 2016). Even these figures undervalue Wikipedia’s 

influence, because search engines also surface Wikipedia 
content in “knowledge panels” (to the right of search 
results) without users ever visiting the site.

Wikipedia has already been shown to influence 
many types of informal decisions. We consider the 
opposite: Whether Wikipedia influences judicial rea-
soning, an area of knowledge where decision making is 
supposed to be a highly structured combination of 
expert judgment and precedent. This contrasts with 
existing research that quantifies Wikipedia’s causal 
effects on real-world outcomes that lack formal pro-
cesses, such as the destination choices of tourists (Hin-
nosaar et al. 2023), what scientists publish (Thompson 
and Hanley 2018), and financial investment decisions 
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(Xu and Zhang 2013). One might expect formal modes 
of decision making, like law, to be less susceptible to 
the effects of UGC. In fact, we show that UGC matters 
there as well.

We establish a causal connection between Wikipedia 
and judicial decisions by conducting a randomized 
control trial, in which summaries of 154 Irish Supreme 
Court cases were written up as Wikipedia articles and 
then randomized into two groups: 77 treatment case 
summaries were uploaded to Wikipedia and 77 con-
trol case summaries were not made public. We then 
looked to see whether the randomly chosen Supreme 
Court cases where summaries were added to Wikipe-
dia played a larger role in judicial decision making 
than did those cases without Wikipedia summaries. 
They did. Although the evidence we present comes 
from the Irish legal system, we argue that these find-
ings are likely to apply to other jurisdictions, including 
the United States.

Our results establish several facts about how Wiki-
pedia influences legal judgments. First, we observe 
that adding a Wikipedia article about a Supreme Court 
case increases the frequency with which that case is 
cited in future decisions. This effect is concentrated in 
courts that have “first instance” jurisdiction, where 
legal adjudication begins and where case volumes are 
highest. In contrast, we find that Wikipedia has no sta-
tistically significant influence on decisions made by 
the Court of Appeal or by the Supreme Court (higher 
courts that handle appeals). Second, we observe that 
the contextualization provided in the text of the Wiki-
pedia articles is echoed in the text of judicial opinions. 
Thus, we find that Wikipedia is influencing both the 
legal authorities to which the judgment appeals and 
the form of the legal argument it presents. Last, we 
explore the mechanisms through which these effects 
occur, where evidence supports the presence of multi-
ple channels of influence, including via judges (and 
their staffs), lawyers, or other legal professionals.

Overall, our paper makes three major contributions 
to the existing literature, which we outline here and 
expand on in the discussion section. First, we provide 
causal evidence of the role of UGC in legal reasoning. 
There has been evidence of UGC affecting nonprofes-
sional decisions, such as the destination decisions of 
tourists (Hinnosaar et al. 2023) and financial invest-
ment decisions (Xu and Zhang 2013). A few studies 
have discussed the influences of UGC on professional 
practice, such as the knowledge diffusion by online dis-
cussion forums among software development commu-
nity (Huang et al. 2022), impact on journalists (Sen 
et al. 2023), and what scientists publish (Thompson and 
Hanley 2018). Our study, unlike prior work, shows the 
impact of UGC extends to the context of law, a setting 
that is highly regulated, professionalized, and is itself 

of substantial public interest because of the founda-
tional role of law in society.

Second, our study sheds new light on the implied 
conflict between UGC’s availability and authoritative-
ness, helping to make clear the limits of UGC’s influ-
ence. On the one hand, it has long been shown that 
easily available sources of information influence follow- 
on knowledge production and diffusion (Phillips et al. 
1991, Ahn et al. 2016), and it might be easy to conclude 
from these findings that Wikipedia should have influ-
ence everywhere regardless of professionalism. On the 
other hand, professional norms attenuate UGC’s value 
in the contexts where strict procedure is supposed to be 
followed (Hildebrandt 2016). Okoli et al. (2014) argue 
that Wikipedia continues to operate primarily as a 
source of general information for the public rather than 
as a resource for or site of engagement by professionals. 
Our results show that the truth lies in the middle. Nor-
mative prohibitions do seem to keep Wikipedia from 
influencing the most-important, well-resourced parts 
of law, but these prohibitions are insufficient when 
time and resources pressures would incentivize the use 
of Wikipedia. Hence our research helps delineate the 
boundaries of UGC’s influence on professional decision 
making.

Finally, by showing that Wikipedia can exert influ-
ence in as important and formal an area as law, our 
paper reinforces the case for accurate, reliable UGC 
(Kane and Ransbotham 2016, Greenstein and Zhu 2018), 
especially in domains with potentially far-reaching soci-
etal consequences. Given that there is no clear way to 
prevent individuals from making use of UGC profes-
sionally or nonprofessionally, our findings also contrib-
ute to the ongoing discussion of how to build public 
repositories of knowledge, such as Wikipedia, into more 
reliable storehouses (Chhabra and Iyengar 2020).

2. Legal Context
Although law is a highly professionalized domain, 
Wikipedia has long been used openly by judges to 
answer “questions of fact,” that is, questions about the 
nature of the situation to which the law is to be 
applied.1 Citations to Wikipedia in U.S. judicial opi-
nions first appeared in 2004 (Peoples 2009). By 2010, 
there were at least 117 U.S. state and 326 federal cases 
that cited Wikipedia (Gerken 2010). By October 2022, a 
Westlaw search indicated that Wikipedia had been 
referenced in 545 U.S. state and 1,834 federal cases. In 
this study, we consider whether Wikipedia is also being 
used, implicitly, to answer “questions of law,” that 
is, questions about the content of the law to be applied. 
If the information on Wikipedia is of dubious or 
unknown credibility, then such use might be at odds 
with litigants’ entitlement to an expert resolution of the 
legal aspect of their dispute: “The rule of law … requires 
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that citizens receive predictable and nonarbitrary treat-
ment when they seek relief in the judicial system” (Hitt 
2019, p. 82). By contrast, per their own description: 
“Wikipedia allows anyone with an Internet connection 
to alter its content. Please be advised that nothing found 
here has necessarily been reviewed by people with the 
expertise required to provide you with complete, accu-
rate, or reliable information. The content of any given 
article may recently have been changed, vandalized, or 
altered by someone whose opinion does not correspond 
with the state of knowledge in the relevant fields … . If 
you need specific advice (for example, medical, legal, 
financial, or risk management), please seek a profes-
sional who is licensed or knowledgeable in that area” 
(Wikipedia 2023).

The setting for our experiment is the Irish legal sys-
tem, which offers two advantages. First, at the time of 
our experiment there were fewer than 10 Wikipedia 
articles on Irish legal cases, which allowed us to do a 
larger intervention: We could write more articles and 
could choose particularly consequential cases to write 
about. Had we instead chosen a jurisdiction like the 
United States, where many Supreme Court cases 
already have Wikipedia articles, our intervention 
would have had to focus on less influential cases and 
would have required a much longer trial to detect any 
effects. Second, the Irish legal system is appealing 
because of its similarity to many other legal systems 
around the world. Ireland, like England, the United 
States, much of Canada, and many other countries, 
has a common-law legal system in which lower courts 
are bound to follow higher court decisions and where 
judges routinely cite earlier decisions as precedents 
that support their conclusion (Berman 2000, Schiavoni 
2002). Judicial behaviors in the Irish legal system, such 
as those documented by our experiment, could be a 
feature of common-law jurisdictions more broadly. In 
what follows, we focus on the similarities between the 
Irish and American legal systems.

In a common-law system, legal rules are articulated, 
shaped, and developed by judges in the context of spe-
cific court cases. Although the legislative arm of the 
state enacts laws in the form of legislation, the judiciary 
applies those laws in individual situations and thus 
helps to determine their practical scope and limitations. 
In performing this function, the Irish courts share a sim-
ilar hierarchical structure to that found in the United 
States. Sitting at the apex of this hierarchy, the Irish 
Supreme Court is the court of final appeal. As a consti-
tutional court, the Irish Supreme Court is the final arbi-
ter on the interpretation of the Irish Constitution and 
has jurisdiction to review any law for conformity with 
the Constitution. Ireland’s Supreme Court is also rela-
tively active: In 2019, it delivered 130 written judg-
ments on the merits (of the 272 applications for leave to 
appeal from the High Court and Court of Appeal in 

that year). Sitting below the Irish Supreme Court, the 
Irish Court of Appeal was established in 2014 and is an 
appellate court that has both civil and criminal divi-
sions. The Court of Appeal will hear appeals from the 
High Court, which is both a court of first instance in 
civil and criminal matters that are beyond the jurisdic-
tion of the lower courts, and an appellate court in civil 
matters and in certain family law matters.2

As in the United States, the doctrine of precedent 
(stare decisis) is central to the Irish legal system and dic-
tates that a court is bound by earlier court decisions on 
analogous legal issues (Lobingier 1946). As such, the 
decisions of the Supreme Court are binding on all infe-
rior Irish courts, including the Court of Appeal and the 
High Court. Court judgments will therefore include 
citations to previously decided cases to explain how 
the decision in the relevant case was reached based on 
precedent.3

Once a decision is handed down in an Irish court 
case, open access to written judgments is generally 
available through the website of the Irish Courts Ser-
vice, which publishes written judgments issued by the 
High Court, Court of Appeal, and Supreme Court.4
This website contains virtually all written Supreme 
Court judgments issued since 2001 and Court of 
Appeal and High Court judgments issued since 2014 
and 2005, respectively. (All written judgments of the 
Irish courts are considered published and of preceden-
tial value.) Once published on the Irish Courts Service 
website, written judgments are collated, organized, 
and indexed by subscription-based commercial legal 
databases.

In the course of litigation, each litigant, through their 
legal team, submits a legal brief to the court designed to 
show that relevant statutory provisions, precedents, 
and other legal materials support their preferred view 
of the applicable law. Together, the parties’ lawyers 
also submit to the court a jointly compiled “book of 
authorities” that consists of copies, and often summa-
ries, of some of the previous judgments mentioned in 
both competing legal briefs.5 When looking for a sum-
mary of a precedent mentioned in a litigant’s legal 
brief, a judge (or their clerk) might search for it in a spe-
cialist legal resource such as the submitted book of 
authorities or in a professional database such as vLex. 
A potentially more efficient alternative would be to use 
an Internet search.

On entering a general Internet search (e.g., using Goo-
gle, Bing, or DuckDuckGo) of a legal judgment, sum-
mary information in the form of a “knowledge panel” is 
often prominently displayed to the right of the search 
results. The knowledge panel routinely includes infor-
mation from a corresponding Wikipedia article and a 
link to that entry. The Wikipedia article will often also 
show up near the top of the search results. In this way, 
Wikipedia offers greater expedience than any source of 
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professionally produced judgment summaries because 
it immediately provides conspicuous summary infor-
mation (in the form of the knowledge panel’s text, 
together with follow-on links) via the very same search 
function with which the judge/assistant conducts all 
their Internet searches. As such, Wikipedia connects 
with judges’ generic process of information retrieval. 
Existing research indicates that judges with heavier 
workloads tend to write shorter judgments and to 
produce more verbal (ex tempore) judgments (Engel 
and Weinshall 2020). It stands to reason that, under 
work pressure, Wikipedia’s expedience might also 
make its case summaries an attractive resource for 
legal professionals.

3. Experiment
Over the period 2019–2020, we conducted a random-
ized field experiment.6 We created 154 new Wikipedia 
articles, authored by law school faculty and students, 
that summarized Irish Supreme Court cases. Half of 
these cases (77) were randomly chosen to be the treat-
ment group, and the summaries were uploaded to 
Wikipedia for use by legal practitioners and the general 
public. These Wikipedia articles were added in three 
waves: seven articles were added in April 2019, four 
articles were added in October 2019, and the remaining 
66 articles were added in May 2020. The other 77 
Supreme Court cases represented the control group, 
and those summaries were not uploaded to Wikipedia 
and instead served as the counterfactual for what would 
have happened to the treatment group had it not been 
uploaded to Wikipedia. After uploading the summaries 
for the treatment cases to Wikipedia, we observed as 
subsequent legal cases cited these treatment cases and 
whether that differed from the control cases. We also 
monitored the uploaded Wikipedia articles for edits, 

but there were no substantive content changes, only 
minor copyediting and formatting ones.

3.1. Experiment Design
For the experiment, we made choices both for which 
Irish Supreme Court cases to include and how to write 
up their Wikipedia summaries. Our goals were to max-
imize our statistical power (and therefore our chances 
of detecting an effect if it really existed) and to mini-
mize the presence of confounders that might mislead 
the analysis. A summary of this process is shown in 
Figure 1.

We chose 7 areas of law of the 26 present in Justi-
sOne7: administrative and constitutional law; asylum, 
immigration and nationality; banking and finance; 
crime and sentencing; family law; practice and proce-
dure; and tort. Based on our analysis of a sample of his-
torical data, these categories offered two benefits. First, 
they had more Supreme Court decisions, which facili-
tated finding pairs of decisions of similar vintage to 
stratify together. Second, they had more citations per 
decision, making it more likely that we would be able 
to detect effects.

Within these seven areas of law, we chose decisions 
that would minimize the nonexperimental variation 
between the treatment and control groups, thereby 
maximizing our ability to detect an experimental effect. 
We did this by finding nearest neighbor cases that were 
highly alike using the quickblock library from R. We 
deemed two cases to be nearest neighbors if they were 
(1) in the same area of law and decided in the same 
year and (2) maximally similar in their number of posi-
tive citations (in support of judge’s conclusion), neutral 
citations, negative citations, RTE Ireland (TV channel) 
references, Irish Times (newspaper) references, other 
media references, and publication year (because this is 

Figure 1. (Color online) Wikipedia Article Creation Process 
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not always the same as the judgment year). This match-
ing was done by minimizing the Mahalanobis distance 
after each similarity variable was studentized and given 
equal weight (except for the publication date, which 
was weighted at five times). This produced case pairs 
that were about different topics but quite similar in 
terms of their vintage, type of law, and citation behav-
ior. That is, before treatment, they behaved comparably 
in terms of citations (our key outcome), despite being 
on distinct topics. (To illustrate, we provide details of 
two of our blocks in the online appendix.) That is, we 
are accomplishing ex ante by design what propensity 
score matching attempts to do ex post.

Having grouped our cases in similar pairs, we had 
students write them up into Wikipedia articles. In 2019 
and 2020, undergraduate and graduate law students at 
Maynooth University each selected a pair of articles 
from one of the selected categories of law. They were 
provided with electronic resources to guide their arti-
cle writing, an induction session, and ongoing editing 
support from law faculty at Maynooth University, as 
well as exemplar Wikipedia case articles prepared by 
law faculty.8 For our study, it was important that both 
groups of articles were written up because it meant 
that a linguistic analysis could be conducted to deter-
mine whether Wikipedia influences judicial opinions’ 
language.

We tracked the outcomes for the experiment (cita-
tions, language of judicial decisions) using data from 
vLex Justis and the court.ie website. Because of their 
dynamic interfaces and changing ownership, signifi-
cant manual downloading and reconciliation were 
necessary to ensure a clean, correct data set. The sum-
mary statistics for our chosen articles are shown in 
Table 1.

From each pair of drafted articles, we randomly 
assigned one to treatment and one to control. Because 
of our experimental design, with nearest neighbor 
stratification to minimize variation on observed charac-
teristics and randomization to minimize variation on 

unobserved characteristics, we expected our treatment 
and control groups to be highly similar.

3.2. Randomization Check and Covariate Balance
To test the success of our randomization in producing 
comparable treatment and control groups, we check 
for covariate balance pretreatment. Figure 2(a) shows 
the distributions in the number of citations made by 
judges to each set of cases per month in the pretreat-
ment period. It reveals that the mean citations per 
month are similar between the treated group and con-
trol group. In addition, a full count of the pretreatment 
citations to the treatment and control groups also 
shows balance, Figure 2(b). Both figures provide con-
vincing evidence that the randomization produced 
treatment and control groups with similar citation 
behavior.

In addition, we check whether the covariates we 
used in our randomization process are indeed similar 
between the treated and control cases. As shown in 
Table 2, they are indeed similar. Finally, as reported 
later, we check for parallel trends in the pretreatment 
citation patterns of treatment and control cases and 
find them to be very similar.

4. Empirical Analysis and Results
In our analysis, we consider the month of the interven-
tion as t� 0, with periods beforehand (“pretreatment 
period”) or after (“posttreatment”) labeled negatively 
or positively based on the months since that time. The 
end of our sample period is on December 31, 2020, 
which corresponds to a different t for each wave of arti-
cles. In total, we observed more than 7,200 citations to 
our sample cases.

The analysis that follows is in line with our preregis-
tered plan,9 with the following caveats that arose 
because of data constraints. The pandemic precipitated 
a reduction in the number of cases decided by the Irish 
judiciary and hence in the number of new citations 
to previous judgments (Courts Service Annual Report 

Table 1. Summary Statistics of Irish Supreme Court Cases in Our Sample

Type of Law Tort Criminal Family Finance Immigration Procedural Constitutional
% of Sample 5.2 16.9 10.4 5.2 14.3 32.5 15.6

Variables N Mean
Standard 
deviation Median Minimum Maximum

Decision year 154 2009 5.4 2009 2000 2017
Age 154 10.7 5.4 11 3 20
No. of positive citations 154 3.0 6.3 1 0 56
No. of neutral citations 154 22 26 13 0 199
No. of negative citations 154 0.42 0.86 0 0 5
No. of Irish Times citations 154 0.43 0.91 0 0 9
No. of RTE citations 154 0.08 0.28 0 0 1

Thompson et al.: User-Generated Content Shapes Judicial Reasoning 
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2020). In light of this development, it became inappro-
priate to use log(citations) as the functional form of the 
dependent variable because log(0) is undefined and the 
typical log(citations+ 1) approximation is highly inaccu-
rate when citation values are close to zero. As such we 
report our dependent variable in unlogged form. As we 
discuss in the mechanism section, there was also insuffi-
cient data to do a media analysis of the impact of Irish 
Times data.

4.1. Impact of Wikipedia on Court Judgments
If our experiment had an effect on judicial reasoning, 
we would expect the cases summarized on Wikipedia 
to be referenced more often in judicial decisions. This is 
shown in model-free graphical form in Figure 3. Pre-
treatment, the accrual of citations is highly balanced 
between the treatment and control groups. Posttreat-
ment, Supreme Court cases in the treatment group are 
cited more frequently.

To estimate the magnitude of this effect, we use the 
following linear regression model:

CaseCitesijt � β0 + β1Wikiij × Aftert + β2Wikiij + β3Aftert
+ πj + ɛijt, (1) 

where i indexes cases, j indexes stratification blocks, and 
t indexes months. Thus, CaseCitesijt is the number of cita-
tions to the Supreme Court case i, from randomization 
block j, by judicial decisions in month t. We construct 
our measure as a difference in differences, and thus our 
coefficient of interest is on Wiki×After, which measures 
the relative increase in citations to the treated group in 
the post period. We also include block fixed effects, πj. 
Because of the stratification in our experiment, conven-
tional standard errors will have the wrong coverage. To 
be more specific, after pairing cases and implementing 
stratification, cases of large sample imbalance become 
less probable or impossible. To correctly adjust standard 
errors for this better balance between treatment and 

Table 2. Balance Table on Supreme Court Cases Between Treated and Control Groups

Variables Average treated Average control t statistic

Supreme Court cases No. of positive citations 2.3 3.6 1.30
No. of neutral citations 19.4 24.6 1.27
No. of negative citations 0.30 0.55 1.79
No. of Irish Times references 0.45 0.40 �0.35
No. of RTE references 0.09 0.08 �0.29
No. of other public media 0.47 0.57 1.29
Judgment year 2009 2009 0.00
Publication year 2009 2009 0.00

Wikipedia articles Word count 987 978 �0.16
No. of external links 0.92 0.83 �0.45
No. of academic references 3.8 3.8 0.03
No. of nonacademic references 3.6 3.8 0.42

Note. The law category of Supreme Court cases is exactly the same between the treated and control cases within each block.

Figure 2. (Color online) Pretreatment Sample Balance 

Notes. (a) Average number of citations over time in the pretreatment period. (b) Distribution of total number of citations in the pretreatment 
period.
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control, we calculate the standard errors using randomi-
zation inference (Gadbury 2001).

The estimation results are shown in Table 3, where 
column (1) shows the results without block fixed effects, 
and column (2) those with block fixed effects. Both col-
umns indicate that there is an increase in the number of 
follow-on citations of the treated group after the treat-
ment compared with the control group and that this 
effect is statistically significant at the 12% and 8% level, 
respectively. On average, adding case summaries to 
Wikipedia increases monthly citations by 0.12 compared 
with the control group. Compared with the average 
number of citations per month to cases in the year prior 
to the treatment, 0.52, this represents an increase in cita-
tions of 23%. Although this effect is large, the statistical 

significance is marginal, perhaps suggesting that we are 
observing a heterogeneous effect.

4.2. Differences in the Impact of Wikipedia on 
Different Courts

In this analysis, we consider whether the effects of 
Wikipedia articles differ based on the type of court 
adjudicating the case, ranging from the High Court, 
which is usually the court of first instance (i.e., first 
deals with cases) and has high workloads, to the Court 
of Appeal and Supreme Court, which review appeals 
of lower court judgements and have lower workloads.

We might expect different responses from these dif-
ferent courts, as there is ample evidence that indivi-
duals tend to work faster when faced with higher 
workloads (Green et al. 2013, Kim et al. 2015, Kuntz 
et al. 2015, Berry Jaeker and Tucker 2017). Time pres-
sure has also been shown to cause decision makers to 
adopt simplifying strategies (Wright 1974), such as 
scrolling through fewer pages on search engines (Cres-
cenzi et al. 2021). In a legal context, we might expect 
these effects to manifest as a greater usage of Wikipedia 
by those judges, judicial assistants (clerks), and lawyers 
with the greatest workload.

Among Irish courts, the workload is greatest in the 
High Court, followed by the Court of Appeal and the 
Supreme Court. Of these three courts, the High Court is 
the only court of first instance, that is, of original jurisdic-
tion. As such, it must first establish the facts in dispute 
(who did/said what) before applying the relevant law to 

Figure 3. (Color online) Average Number of Citations per Month Before and After Treatment 

Table 3. Impact of Wikipedia on the Number of Follow-on 
Citations (OLS)

(1) (2)

Wiki × After 0.123 0.122*
[0.117] [0.074]

Wiki 0.005 0.006
[0.736] [0.658]

After 0.085 �0.070*
[0.930] [0.051]

Block fixed effects No Yes
No. of observations 21,126 21,126
No. of cases 154 154

Note. Randomization inference p values are reported in brackets.
*p < 0.1; **p < 0.05; ***p < 0.01.
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them. Establishing the facts means taking evidence in the 
form of witness testimony, including cross-examination. 
This is not necessary in the appellate courts that, focus-
ing on the application of the applicable law, assume that 
the facts are as they were originally established by the 
High Court (Byrne et al. 2021, p. 391). Consequently, for 
a High Court judge, the production of a judgment is a 
larger undertaking than for an appellate judge. More-
over, the greater workload per judgment of the High 
Court is exacerbated by the lesser support it receives 
from judicial assistants: Between January 2019 and Janu-
ary 2021, the High Court had one assistant to every 76 
judgments, whereas the appellate courts had one assis-
tant to every 26 judgments.10 The High Court’s work-
load was specifically mentioned by Ms Justice Mary 
Irvine, the President of the High Court, on her recent 
retirement. She argued that 17 or 18 additional judges 
were necessary to allow the High Court to discharge its 
duties effectively (a 40% increase).11

Hence, if time pressure was pushing judges toward 
Wikipedia, we would expect the strongest effects to 
manifest at the High Court level. Figure 4 provides 
model-free evidence of how the number of citations in 
each type of court changed in each month, affirming 
that all the effects seem to be arising in the High Court.

Regression results in Table 4 quantify these effects.12

Summarizing cases on Wikipedia has a significant posi-
tive influence on the number of follow-on citations in sub-
sequent High Court cases, but not in subsequent Supreme 
Court or Court of Appeal cases. Specifically, adding cases 
to Wikipedia increases citations in High Court cases by 
0.129 per month (statistically significant at the 0.1% level).13

Compared with 0.193 average number of citations per 
month to cases in the year prior to the treatment in the 
High Court, Wikipedia increases the subsequent citations 
by 66% to High Court cases. By contrast, adding cases to 
Wikipedia has only negligible and statistically insignifi-
cant changes to citations by the Court of Appeal or 
Supreme Court. Pooling these regressions allows us to test 
whether these differences are themselves statistically sig-
nificant, and they are (regression in online appendix). 
These heterogeneous effects may indicate that UGC, such 
as Wikipedia, are more likely to be used as references in 
settings with high workload and time pressure.

Separate to our estimation effect, we also see an over-
all drop in citations occurring after the intervention, 
particularly by the High Court. This is likely caused by 
two effects. First, High Court citations have seasonal 
peaks and troughs every 12 months, driven by the 
courts’ vacation schedule (OECD 2023). This can be 
seen clearly in Figure 3. In addition, the High Court 
was likely more affected by COVID because it is the 
court that handles most witness testimony and fact 
finding. Although important for an overall decrease in 
citations, we find that the onset of COVID is not 
responsible for our treatment effect (as shown later).

4.3. Dose-Response
In theorizing Wikipedia’s influence on citation behav-
ior, one might expect that greater exposure would cor-
relate with greater impact. This is what we see. Among 
the treated articles, those that get more page views are 
associated with larger changes in citations (Table 5).

4.4. Spillovers
Having shown the direct influence of Wikipedia arti-
cles, one might wonder whether there are indirect 
spillover effects. For example, might a Wikipedia arti-
cle link to other similar cases which then also get cited 
more?

If substantial, such spillover effects could potentially 
be a problem for our identification strategy because it 
would imply a stable unit treatment values assumption 
(SUTVA) violation as treatment write-ups drive cita-
tions to control cases. Reassuringly, a manual spot 
check of 26 randomly selected blocks (where the cases 
would be most similar) shows no evidence of the cross 
citations that would drive such SUTVA violations.

Although failing to find evidence of spillovers within 
our sample is good news for our identification strategy, 
it is bad news that we cannot measure the spillover 
effects that should exist as Wikipedia case summaries 
become better populated (currently, the coverage of 
Irish Supreme Court decisions is nearly all from our 
intervention). We hope that future work, particularly 
done in areas where there are many more Wikipedia 
Law articles (e.g. in the United States), chooses to inves-
tigate this interesting question.

4.5. Robustness
4.5.1. Count Models. Because our outcome variables 
are counts, we consider an alternative specification to 
our main ordinary least squares model. We have no 
reason to believe that the variance of our data should 
be equal to its mean, so we forgo using a Poisson model 
and instead use a negative binomial model. After using 
this new estimation strategy, our results shown in 
Table 6 remain directionally consistent and statistically 
significant at 1% level, providing confidence in the 
robustness of our findings. The incidence rate ratios 
(IRRs) are shown in column 1 and column 3. They 
show coefficients on Wiki×After of 2.070 and 1.969, 
respectively, depending on whether block fixed effects 
are used. These indicate that Wikipedia has a multipli-
cative effect on citations and that the magnitude of this 
effect is roughly a doubling. However, this effect seems 
to be heterogeneous. The marginal effect estimates in 
columns 2 and 4 show that (at the mean) adding cases 
to Wikipedia increases citations in subsequent cases by 
11.7% or 11.2%, respectively.

4.5.2. Citation Trends and COVID-19. One might also 
wonder whether the COVID-19 pandemic, which 
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occurred during our sample period, has any effect on 
our estimates. In particular, one might imagine that 
courts (or even court reporting agencies) might have 
behaved differently during the pandemic. Visually, this 

does not seem likely as the control cases citations 
in Figure 3 do not show any obvious trend break. Nev-
ertheless, we empirically analyze this possibility by 
rerunning the analysis in Table 3, but adding a dummy 

Figure 4. (Color online) Effect of Wikipedia on Different Types of Courts 
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variable for whether the time period in question was 
during the pandemic. Table 7 shows these results.

As this shows, both the magnitude and significance 
level are the same as those in Table 3, reflecting that 
although COVID-19 reduced overall citation frequen-
cies, it does not bias our estimates. For robustness, one 
can also run a regression that interacts Wiki×After with 
COVID to see if the effect arises there, rather than just 
with Wiki×After. It does not, indicating the effect has 
its onset with Wikification not with COVID.

4.5.3. Sensitivity Check. To check how sensitive our 
results are to outliers (e.g., specific cases with big 
changes in citations), we cycle through each block in 
our data, testing whether its exclusion changes our 
result (e.g., using leave-one-out). Among the 77 regres-
sions that result, all remain positive and statistically 
significant at 1% level. Hence, no single case (or pair of 
them) is driving the result.

5. Mechanism Analysis
Having shown the causal link between the creation 
of a Wikipedia article and an increase in citations at 
the High Court, we consider the potential mechanisms 
by which Wikipedia’s influence is occurring. There 

are many potential candidates. Judges and their staff 
might be using Wikipedia either directly or via a 
search engine that surfaces this same material. They 
might also be looking up the case on Wikipedia but 
then using the link to go to the original case (i.e., where 
Wikipedia is being used as a byway to the relevant 
legal text). Alternatively, the effect could be operating 
through the court filings of the lawyers in the case, 
who themselves use Wikipedia. In this case, judges 
would be getting the Wikipedia content indirectly. 
Equally, the effect could be operating through some 
third, out-of-court channel, of which there are many 
possibilities. For example, it could be that journalists 
use Wikipedia when they write up news articles and 
that judges or lawyers then use these media reports.14

Importantly, one should not consider this question 
as either/or. It is plausible that all these pathways 
could be contributing to the net effects that we observe. 
In the analysis that follows, we consider what the data 
can tell us about which mechanisms are at work or are 
likely to be. Unfortunately, because some data sources 
are not available, for example, lawyers’ court filings, 
we are not able to distinguish all these effects.

5.1. Is Wikipedia Being Used as a Source of 
Content or a Pathway to the 
Underlying Case?

In one possible scenario, Wikipedia is not being used as 
the content source per se but just as a pathway to the 
underlying case, perhaps analogously to using a search 
engine to get to a web page. If the entire effect arose 
from this pathway, it would alleviate the worry that 
judgments depend on the content of the relevant Wiki-
pedia articles (it would instead imply a different prob-
lem: that precedents not yet summarized on Wikipedia 
were being overlooked). To investigate this question, 
we conduct a linguistic analysis as of December 2020. 
Following Thompson and Hanley (2018), we analyze 
the linguistic similarities between Wikipedia and the 

Table 4. Impact of Wikipedia on the Number of Follow-on Citations Across Court Types (OLS)

High Court Court of Appeal Supreme Court

(1) (2) (3) (4) (5) (6)

Wiki × After 0.131*** 0.129*** �0.003 �0.003 �0.005 �0.005
[0.000] [0.000] [0.877] [0.885] [0.944] [0.931]

Wiki �0.005 �0.003 �0.015*** �0.015*** 0.024** 0.025**
[0.570] [0.711] [0.000] [0.000] [0.019] [0.016]

After �0.089*** �0.130*** 0.083 0.074 0.091 �0.014
[0.000] [0.000] [0.483] [0.482] [0.447] [0.683]

Block fixed effects No Yes No Yes No Yes
No. of observations 21,126 21,126 21,126 21,126 21,126 21,126
No. of cases 154 154 154 154 154 154

Note. Randomization inference p values are reported in brackets.
*p < 0.1; **p < 0.05; ***p < 0.01.

Table 5. Relationship Between Wikipedia Page Views and 
the Number of Follow-on Citations (OLS)

Number of citations

(1) (2)

No. of Pageviews 0.055** 0.040*
(0.024) (0.021)

Block fixed effects No Yes
N 1,316 1,316

Notes. Independent variable is log(pageview+ 1). Robust standard errors 
are in parentheses. Regression using subsample in the posttreatment 
period only.

*p < 0.1; **p < 0.05; ***p < 0.01.
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documents potentially being influenced; in our case, 
the subsequent citing judgments. Because we wrote 
summaries for the cases in both the treatment and con-
trol groups, we can look for the linguistic fingerprints 
of our Wikipedia articles in the judgments. If the simi-
larities of the treatment case summaries are stronger 
than those of control case summaries, it would indicate 
that Wikipedia is influencing the linguistic content in 
those decisions.

To look for linguistic similarity, we apply a bag-of- 
words model to create a K-dimensional vector where 
each entry denotes the frequency of a certain word to rep-
resent each document. We also use term frequency- 
inverse document frequency (tf-idf) weighting to account 
for the fact that some words are more structural, for 
example, “the,” and thus should be downweighted, 
whereas others have more semantic content (Shahmir-
zadi et al. 2019). We then use cosine similarity (Rahutomo 
et al. 2012) to measure the closeness between judgments 
and our Wikipedia summaries, as shown in Table 8. We 
find a notable increase in the cosine similarity that is 
attributable to the Wikipedia articles, suggesting that the 
Wikipedia article content is itself being used.15

Which part of the Wikipedia article is being used also 
matters. If it is just the direct quotations from the cases 
that are put into Wikipedia, that would have different 
implications than if it is the writer’s analysis that is being 
echoed. To test this, we re-estimate our results using the 
Wikipedia articles without the quotations. The coeffi-
cients on Wiki×After show the increase in similarity 
between the judgments and Wikipedia articles for cases 
in the treated group irrespective of whether the quota-
tions are included in the analysis (with significance levels 
ranging from 3.5%–13.7%).

These results make it clear that Wikipedia is not just 
being used as a pathway to the underlying case. The 
Wikipedia content that contextualizes the case is itself 
influencing the language of the judgment.

5.2. Are Judges Using Wikipedia?
Ideally, we would be able to identify whether the 
effects we observe are due to judges and their staffs, 
lawyerly use, or some other cause. Of particular interest 
is whether judges or lawyers are themselves using 
Wikipedia. At least some use seems probable, given the 
linguistic similarity between the Wikipedia articles and 
the judgments. However, alternative explanations are 

Table 8. Textual Similarity Analysis (OLS)

Full text Text without quote

(1) (2) (3) (4)

Wiki × After 0.015* 0.009* 0.014 0.012**
(0.009) (0.004) (0.009) (0.006)

Wiki 0.008** �0.009** 0.015*** �0.003
(0.004) (0.003) (0.004) (0.003)

After �0.020** 0.005* �0.014* 0.006*
(0.007) (0.003) (0.007) (0.003)

Block fixed effects No Yes No Yes
N 2,811 2,811 2,811 2,811

Note. Robust standard errors are reported in parentheses.
*p < 0.1; **p < 0.05; ***p < 0.01.

Table 6. Impact of Wikipedia on the Number of Follow-on Citations in High Court (Negative Bino-
mial Model)

(1) (2) (3) (4)
IRR Marginal effect IRR Marginal effect

Wiki × After 2.070*** 0.117*** 1.969*** 0.112***
(0.375) (0.075) (0.326) (0.037)

Wiki 0.978 �0.005 0.936* �0.008*
(0.040) (0.009) (0.035) (0.004)

After 0.580*** �0.090*** 0.491*** �0.063***
(0.079) (0.018) (0.067) (0.009)

Block fixed effects No No Yes Yes
No. of observations 21,126 21,126 21,126 21,126
No. of cases 154 154 154 154

Note. Robust standard errors are reported in parentheses.
*p < 0.1; **p < 0.05; ***p < 0.01.

Table 7. COVID Effects on the Impact of Wikipedia on 
Follow-on Citations (OLS)

(1) (2)

Wiki × After 0.123 0.122*
[0.117] [0.074]

Wiki 0.005 0.006
[0.734] [0.659]

After 0.043 �0.020
[0.930] [0.758]

COVID 0.050 �0.059
[0.495] [0.539]

Block fixed effects No Yes
No. of observations 21,126 21,126
No. of cases 154 154

Note. Randomization inference p values are reported in brackets.
*p < 0.1; **p < 0.05; ***p < 0.01.
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also possible. For example, it could be that the effects 
come through the media or alternate sources, and these 
are then used by lawyers or judges; although in such 
cases, the raw effect would need to be much bigger 
because we would be observing a diluted version as 
Wikipedia content is passed through intermediaries 
“broken-telephone” style. Unfortunately, the best data 
for analyzing this question, the legal filings by the law-
yers, is not readily available, and thus we can only use 
indirect indications to infer the mechanism.

To provide additional empirical evidence on this 
question of lawyerly/judicial use, we examine the 
type of citations being made. Citations in judicial deci-
sions can be disaggregated into three types: positive 
citations, where the judge invokes the case as a prece-
dent for their decision; negative citations, where the 
judge distinguishes the case as not a precedent for 
their decision; and neutral citations, where the judge 
introduces the case to describe the general legal con-
text of their decision.16 Because the valence of a cita-
tion depends on the judge’s decision, equal use of 
Wikipedia by lawyers might be expected to produce 
symmetric effects. By contrast, an asymmetry might 
reflect that Wikipedia is being used to marshal sup-
port during the judgment-writing process, that is, by 
the judge or their staff. Table 9 shows that changes 
in citations are indeed asymmetric. After treatment, 
there is a large jump in positive citations17 but not in 
negative citations.

To understand the implications of this result, sup-
pose that just the parties’ lawyers were using Wikipe-
dia, and that judges were merely passively influenced 
by the filings made to the court. In this account, Wiki-
pedia’s effect on judgments would be due solely 
to judges’ responsiveness to the lawyers’ conflicting 
sets of appeals to Wiki-summarized decisions. In that 
case, we would expect a greater prevalence of Wiki- 
summarized judgments both among judgments cited 
in support of judges’ preferred line of reasoning and 
among those cited as points of contrast. However, a 

seemingly unrelated regression test (He et al. 2020, 
Atasoy et al. 2021) rejects the null hypothesis that 
the coefficients on positive and negative citations are 
equal (chi-square� 3.01, p� 0.0830), confirming that the 
effect of Wikipedia is indeed asymmetric. This indi-
cates that the direction of the judicial ruling matters for 
Wikipedia summaries’ impacts.

As with the linguistic similarity analysis, this result is 
not determinative of judicial use. Less parsimonious 
possibilities could also explain this pattern, for exam-
ple, some combination of lawyerly use and asymmetric 
reliance by judges on lawyerly filings.

A third piece of data provides further evidence of 
asymmetry, strengthening the argument that effects are 
arising from within judges’ offices. In Table 10, we 
repeat the analysis from Table 9, but consider the effects 
of additional Wikipedia page views on citations. Again, 
we find evidence that positive citations are affected, 
whereas negative citations are not. In this context, that 
means that additional searches on Wikipedia do not 
generate more citations that contrast with the direction 
of the judges’ rulings but do generate more citations 
that support it. This is again suggestive of selective 
searches that favors information that aligns with the 
judge’s preferred line of reasoning.

Table 9. Impact of Wikipedia on the Number of High Court Follow-on Citations Across Reference Types (OLS)

Positive Neutral Negative

(1) (2) (3) (4) (5) (6)

Wiki × After 0.017** 0.017** 0.109*** 0.108*** 0.001* 0.001
[0.045] [0.043] [0.000] [0.000] [0.066] [0.111]

Wiki �0.002 �0.002 �0.011 �0.009 �0.001* �0.001*
[0.328] [0.348] [0.142] [0.181] [0.066] [0.093]

After �0.016** �0.019** �0.059*** �0.098*** �0.002** �0.003*
[0.024] [0.023] [0.000] [0.000] [0.039] [0.067]

Block fixed effects No Yes No Yes No Yes
No. of observations 21,126 21,126 21,126 21,126 21,126 21,126
No. of cases 154 154 154 154 154 154

Note. Randomization inference p values are reported in brackets.
*p < 0.1; **p < 0.05; ***p < 0.01.

Table 10. Relationship Between Wikipedia Page Views 
and the Number of Follow-on High Court Citations Across 
Different Reference Types (OLS)

Positive Neutral Negative

(1) (2) (3) (4) (5) (6)

No. of Pageviews 0.005* 0.004 0.038*** 0.031*** 0.000 0.000
(0.003) (0.003) (0.010) (0.009) (0.000) (0.000)

Block fixed effects No Yes No Yes No Yes
N 1,316 1,316 1,316 1,316 1,316 1,316

Notes. Independent variable is log(pageview+ 1). Robust standard 
errors are reported in parentheses. Regression using subsample in the 
posttreatment period only.

*p < 0.1; **p < 0.05; ***p < 0.01.
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Taken together, the asymmetries in citation behav-
ior combined with the linguistic echoing in judgments 
suggest that at least some of Wikipedia’s effect is hap-
pening directly via the judges or their judicial staff.

We encourage future work to continue to explore the 
mechanisms behind these Wikipedia effects, particu-
larly by trying to get access to court legal filings to 
establish how much effect comes through lawyers and 
by looking for causal effects on judicial decision mak-
ing that arise through the media. (In the Irish context, 
there was insufficient coverage for us to have statistical 
power for this question.)

6. Discussion and Contributions
6.1. Wikipedia and the Rule of Law
An important theoretical contribution of our paper is to 
extend the impact of user-generated content into law, 
where legitimacy in decision making is central to ideas 
of fairness and to the justification of the State’s coercive 
power (Raz 2019). This is also a methodological contri-
bution, as we are (to the best of our knowledge) the first 
to run a randomized control trial on any nonprocedural 
aspect of judicial decision making.

Previous literature has shown the ubiquitous impact 
of UGC on individuals’ nonprofessional decision mak-
ing (Xu and Zhang 2013, Hinnosaar et al. 2023). A few 
studies have presented evidence that such impact of 
UGC is extended to professional practice, such as the 
software development community (Huang et al. 2022) 
and scientists (Thompson and Hanley 2018). Unlike 
prior research, our paper explores whether UGC also 
plays a role in the context of law, a setting where 
decision-making process is highly regulated and with 
potentially far-reaching consequences for society.

Establishing Wikipedia’s influence on law has its 
own specific importance because the ideal of the Rule 
of Law promises that the state will exercise its authority 
to protect citizen’s legal rights (Fuller 1964). Therefore, 
when citizens come to a court, rather than, say, a citi-
zens’ advice bureau, they come not for guidance but to 
vindicate their right to take (or not to take) some action. 
A court, in explaining how someone was entitled to do 
as they did, implies that all supporting legal informa-
tion was supplied by competent sources: It is “ … an 
important part of the Rule of Law that there be a com-
petent profession available to offer … advice … [as to] 
what the law at any given time requires” (Waldron 
2020; similarly, Hamilton 1788, p. 418).

Put another way, a court of law has an obligation 
to show how the law demands the decided outcome: 
“[T]he legitimacy of adjudication depends on affording 
those who are to be bound a right … to be informed of 
the reasons for a decision” (Solum 2004, pp. 279–280). 
Because the expertise used to create a Wikipedia arti-
cle’s content is not known, a judicial decision based on 

Wikipedia content cannot guarantee that that the law 
and precedents have been expertly applied to the liti-
gant’s case. Accordingly, our finding reveals a new 
source of risk to traditional Rule of Law values.

Considering how to handle this challenge to Rule of 
Law values is also important because it previews the com-
ing magnification of this risk by new technologies. Com-
mercial legal databases, such as vLex, are now creating 
judgment summaries using large language models (vLex 
2023). Like UGC, these large language models may often 
be right, but sometimes they can be very wrong (Choi and 
Schwarcz 2023, p. 4; Weiser and Schweber 2023).

6.2. Limits of Wikipedia’s Influence
Our study also contributes to the literature by helping 
delineate the limits to UGC. By now, it is clear that 
UGC and other easily available sources of information 
have important impacts in many areas of society (Phil-
lips et al. 1991, Ahn et al. 2016, Thompson and Hanley 
2018). Although not shown causally, there are also 
observational studies showing that UGC has impacts 
in some high-stakes areas of professional practice, such 
as medicine (Hughes et al. 2009). From such work, it 
might be tempting to conclude that Wikipedia and 
UGC should have influence everywhere.

An opposite view is that we should expect sharp lim-
its to Wikipedia’s influence: The supports for a bridge 
should not be designed with Wikipedia’s assessment 
of the carrying load of steel but instead based on the 
value from scientific testing. There has long been criti-
cism of the use of UGC in professional practice. In the 
media industry, Hermida and Thurman (2008) criticize 
the quality of the content provided by amateurs despite 
the dramatic increase in the adoption of UGC by main-
stream news organizations. Similarly, professionals in 
health and medicine also make use of Wikipedia, parti-
cularly medical students and junior doctors (Heilman 
et al. 2011, Matheson and Matheson-Monnet 2017, 
Smith 2020). A small-scale survey confirmed this not-
ing that 89% of surveyed physicians used at least one 
Internet resource in their medical practice, with 80% 
using wikis, such as Wikipedia (Hughes et al. 2009). 
Many healthcare professional organizations and insti-
tutions have issued guidelines to regulate the use of 
UGC due to the potential risks caused by poor-quality 
information (Farnan et al. 2013, O’Hara et al. 2013, Ven-
tola 2014). In the context of law, Hildebrandt (2016, p. 2) 
also states that “Technological infrastructures matter, 
require our attention and must somehow be brought 
under the Rule of Law.” With such strong institutional 
and normative tools to limit influence, one might con-
clude that Wikipedia’s influence should have sharp lim-
itations in consequential decision making.

Thus, although legal professionals have embraced 
online information since around the turn of the millen-
nium (Schauer and Wise 2000), legal scholars and judges 
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have often emphasized the pitfalls of reliance on Inter-
net sources generally, for example, “any evidence 
procured off the Internet is adequate for almost noth-
ing,”18 and of UGC in particular, “Sensibly, counsel for 
the applicant indicated that he was not relying on these 
passages from the affidavit [those citing Wikipedia 
entries].”19 Over time, however, a more nuanced cri-
tique of UGC has emerged that focuses not its use per 
se but rather on the way in which it is used. In review-
ing relevant case law, for instance, lawyers have been 
said to legitimately use UGC as long as it serves as a 
supplemental and not a standalone research source 
(Novak 2010). Equally, it is notable that both scholars 
and judges have characterized lawyers’ reliance on free 
Internet content as a question of resources, explaining 
its employment as a means to help “save litigants time 
and money” (Whiteman 2010).20

Faced with conflicting views about the extent of 
UGC’s influence, it is valuable to look for empirical 
answers to sharpen our understanding of those bound-
aries. Our results show that normative prohibitions do 
seem to keep Wikipedia’s influence out of the most sig-
nificant, well-resourced parts of law, as represented by 
the Irish Court of Appeals and Supreme Court, where 
we observe no impact from the addition of our Wikipe-
dia articles. By contrast, we see that these prohibitions 
are insufficient for keeping Wikipedia’s influence out 
of High Court decisions, where time and resources 
pressures would incentivize the use of Wikipedia.

Hence, our research helps make clear the limits of 
UGC’s influence. It suggests that normative mecha-
nisms can be put in place to curb Wikipedia’s reach but 
that such measures should be seen as disincentives that 
may be counterbalanced by incentives that favor use, 
such as ease of access.

6.3. Importance of Reliable UGC
In addition to contributing to the normative debate 
about where UGC should be used, our paper also con-
tributes to the practical debate about how to manage 
organizations doing knowledge production and how 
policy solutions can improve these outcomes. There 
exists a broad debate on the accuracy and reliability of 
UGC (Kane and Ransbotham 2016, Greenstein and Zhu 
2018).

Faced with such concerns, managers in knowledge 
production should be worried about our results. This 
could be in law, with judges wanting to stop their staff 
from using Wikipedia or lawyers wanting to stop legal 
assistants from using it. It could also be outside of law, 
for example, editors wanting to stop reporters from 
using Wikipedia. Our results reveal that even in fields 
that prize authoritative knowledge, the ubiquity and 
visibility of Wikipedia make it a temptingly easy refer-
ence source for professionals doing their work. Man-
agers supervising employees in this situation would be 

well to heed this and consider work practices that are 
cognizant of these effects. For example, firms could 
embrace this use but assign time from experts in the 
company to ensure that the Wikipedia content does not 
contain any misleading information. Similarly, they 
could institute double checks for important claims, 
where fact checkers go back to primary sources. Alter-
natively, the firm could engage in other practices to 
limit the influence of Wikipedia, for example, website 
blocking, instituting norms against its use, and so on. 
That said, it is unclear how well these latter methods 
would work because they have not worked well in 
areas like academia.

Perhaps even more important than responses by 
individual managers, our results speak to the potential 
for policy that provides a rich informational infrastruc-
ture in the way that it already provides physical infra-
structure. In particular, it suggests that experts (say 
the bar association or the courts) could be funded to 
improve the quality of content on Wikipedia (or similar 
repositories) and that such interventions could have 
broad impact on improving knowledge production. 
Just as drivers can use a high-quality road to travel bet-
ter, knowledge workers could use high-quality infor-
mation to work better.

7. Conclusion
UGC is an established feature of the digital landscape, 
and Wikipedia is perhaps the most notable platform in 
it, providing content to millions of information seekers 
every day. We investigate whether Wikipedia affects 
legal decision making by conducting a randomized 
control trial in which we add Wikipedia articles on Irish 
Supreme Court precedents. Our study extends the 
existing knowledge of UGC by showing the surprising 
reach of Wikipedia even into highly formal settings 
where processes are tightly prescribed.

We find that summarizing Irish Supreme Court cases 
on Wikipedia increases their citation in subsequent 
legal judgments. This effect does not extend to higher 
courts (Court of Appeals, Supreme Court) but rather is 
confined to courts that decide cases at first instance, 
where workload pressure is greater and the temptation 
to take advantage of Wikipedia’s easy access may be 
stronger. This distinction is theoretically meaningful 
because it helps articulate the boundaries of UGC 
influence.

We also explored the mechanisms underpinning Wiki-
pedia’s influence. Linguistic similarities in the judgment 
text indicate that the articles themselves are providing 
context and that they are relied on directly in framing 
legal arguments. Asymmetries in both the experiment’s 
effects on citation behavior and in the correlations 
between Wikipedia page views and citation types also 
suggest that judges (or their staffs) are themselves using 
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Wikipedia (although other, less parsimonious explana-
tions are also possible).

By showing that Wikipedia is influencing the prac-
tice of law, our article provides further evidence of the 
importance of having informative, unbiased content in 
these important public repositories of knowledge.
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Endnotes
1 See, for example, Fire Insurance Exchange v. Oltmanns (2012) Case 
No. 20100462-CA-Utah Court of Appeals, where the court referred 
to Wikipedia when discussing the use of the term “jet ski.”
2 Below the superior courts, there are also the Circuit Court and 
District Court, which are courts of first instance with limited 
jurisdiction.
3 These structural and ideological similarities between the Irish and 
other common-law judicial systems have resulted in the Irish courts 
taking guidance from other jurisdictions, including the United 
States. In the Irish case of State (Woods) v. Attorney General [1969] IR 
385 (Ir.) for example, Justice Henchy used a rule of construction 
that” accords with the practice of the American Supreme Court: US 
v Delaware & Hudson Co; US v Witkovich” when considering the con-
stitutionality of a statute.
4 The Courts Service of Ireland, https://www.courts.ie/judgments, 
accessed December 28, 2021.
5 See the Irish Courts’ Practice Directions https://www.courts.ie/ 
content/practice-directions.
6 This paper covers an experiment also discussed in (Thompson et al. 
2024). That paper focuses on the legal implications for judicial prac-
tice and the empirical contribution to studies of jurisprudence. This 
paper differs both in terms of focus (on UGC) and by having a much 
greater depth of empirical analysis). All data and materials for this 
paper are available on the Open Science Framework. https://osf.io/ 
mytqf/?view_only=34fcff72f47f4a6cbe3c45cb558e7e32.
7 JustisOne is an online, subscription-based legal information plat-
form (now replaced by vLex Justis) that aggregates judgments of 
(among others) the Irish courts from the official Irish Courts Service 
website, as well as law report versions where available. This data-
base provides case information on the relevant category of law cov-
ered in the case, the number of subsequent citations, court types, 
and reference types. We also cross-checked these against the courts’ 
official website (courts.ie) and found less than a 1% difference.
8 See, for instance, our Wikipedia entry for the decision in Weir-Rodgers v. 
SF Trust Ltd. https://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Geraldine_Weir-Rodgers_ 
v._SF_Trust_Ltd. A screenshot of the Wikipedia page is in the online 
appendix.
9 AsPredicted #70696 https://aspredicted.org/download_pdf.php?b= 
cyT1zTihHlsPqLplqDIHzBP5Gl2zKslKGgUZWxD5N6S7k9nEn8&a=dk 
13V1RwaWN1VlJyY0gwaU56ZFVOUT09.
10 Judgment information retrieved from the Irish Courts Service 
www.courts.ie. Information on judicial assistants derived from a 
composite of sources: Irish Courts Annual Report (2019), OECD 
(2023), and Irish Supreme Court Annual Report (2020).
11 Phelan (2022), “‘Lack of judges is hampering justice,’ claims retir-
ing High Court President Mary Irvine.” Justice Irvine’s comments 

are consistent with those of Mr Justice David Barniville, the current 
President of the High Court, who has called for an additional 20 
High Court judges (Carolan 2022).
12 We conducted a formal regression using an event study specifica-
tion (regression shown in the online appendix) to show that there is 
no significant influence of Wikipedia on citations in the pretreat-
ment period. Therefore, we see no evidence that the parallel trend 
assumption has been violated.
13 Given that citations present strong temporary patterns in the 
model-free evidence, we rerun the regression using calendar month 
fixed effects (regression shown in the online appendix). The results 
are similar in magnitude and significant level. These results are also 
robust to using a balanced panel, focusing on months �28 to +7 
and clustering standard errors at the case level (see corresponding 
regression in the online appendix), and to using an event-study con-
struction instead of a simple pre-vs-post structure.
14 We tested the media as a mechanism using the U.S. Supreme 
Court case and the New York Times data because the Irish Times 
did not have enough data points to conduct the analysis. The results 
are shown in Online Appendix A5.
15 Unfortunately, despite being a workhorse technique in natural 
language processing, cosine similarity is more useful for detecting 
effects and ordinal ranking but resists cardinal interpretation (Ehr-
mann and Talmi 2020, Girardi et al. 2021).
16 JustisOne (now vLex Justis) does this categorization. There are 
also 9% of citations that they have left uncategorized, which we 
drop from our analysis.
17 Although the coefficient on positive citations might appear small, 
it nevertheless represents a notable change of 85%.
18 Cant Samuel 1999 St. Clair v. Johnny’s Oyster & Shrimp, Inc., 76 F. 
Supp. 2d 773, (S.D. Tex.)
19 Birmingham George 2012 Rowan v Kerry County Council (High 
Court of Ireland) [IEHC] 65. para 31; similarly, Margolis (2007).
20 See also Martinez William Lyall v. City of Denver, 319 F.R.D. 558, 
569 (D. Colo. 2017).
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