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Background

• Evaluation as part of increase in audit and accountability, 
since 1970s

• Deleterious effects of increased evaluation: 
“you don’t fatten a pig by weighing it”

• Need to understand the dynamics of rise and 
institutionalisation of evaluation regimes; and what will 
bring about their demise?

• Evaluation often attributed to ‘the media’, ‘government’, 
etc



The rise of online reviews and ratings

“archetypes”

products

professions

search engines

social

public services

content

“using the web to generate and mobilize public evaluations”

stand-alone



Background

• More interesting and significant: massive growth in rating 
systems designed for general public participation

– Anything can be rated by anyone

– Expression of opinion by all citizens

– Effective and rapid through web based technologies

• “Participation” = explicit involvement of individuals as 
units of rating capability

• “Participation” = unwitting supply of information for data 
mining



Background

• In practice: web-based review, rating and ranking schemes 
are uncertain and controversial

– “bias”

– “manipulation”

– “privacy violations”

– “unfair exposure”

– “legal action”

• Six example issues...



1. Users sometimes behave strangely

• Users ‘configured’ in 
the system design

• ‘Real’ users often 
behave in unexpected 
ways

• What assumptions 
about users come with 
these schemes –!and 
how do they work out 
in practice? 



• Many schemes 
struggle with a lack of 
input.

• ‘Empowering’ people 
can be hard work – 
and quite expensive.

• What does this tell us 
about calls for 
‘democracy’ and 
‘participation’?

2. Not everybody wants to be empowered



3. There is more than one truth

Source:  TripAdvisorWatch Blog (last visited: 30 March 2011)

• What counts as ‘valid’ knowledge – and to whom? What does it 
take to be an expert?



4. Not all publicity is good publicity

• Concerns over 
privacy and libel

• Amplified by 
comprehensive 
indexing and 
searchability

• Where does ‘fair’ 
marketing end, where 
does ‘unfair’ exposure 
start?



5. Metrics become targets

• Influx of consultants, 
PR advisors, reputation 
services

• Blurring boundary 
between manipulation 
and promotion

• What counts as 
‘legitimate’ or ‘ethical’ 
engagement?



6. Resistance is tricky

• Increasing concerns over 
due process

• Case in point: Tripadvisor

– legal action

– counter schemes

– watchblogs

• What is it to evaluate 
the evaluators – and will 
this business ever end?



Research questions

• How do web-based rating schemes work in practice?

• What is the involvement of new agencies and 
organisations, commercial interests, professionals, 
advisors, consultants, experts and amateurs?

• In what different senses do rating schemes encourage 
participation?

• In what ways do they differ from a long history of 
previous rating technologies?

• Is it possible to rate rating schemes?



How’s My Feedback?

• “A collaborative project to rethink and evaluate web-
based review and rating schemes.”

• ESRC Knowledge Exchange Small Grant in collaboration 
with Patient Opinion

• Key question:  In light of recent concerns, can the idea of 
public evaluation be usefully turned upon itself?

• Task:  Design a website prototype that will allow users publicly 
to evaluate their experience with online reviews and ratings.



The design process

• Expert group: reviewers, 
consumer spokespeople, 
government officials, 
managers, social 
commerce experts, PR 
consultants, academics

• Two workshops at 
Which? in London 

• Built a prototype based 
on these ideas




