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



The rise of online reviews and ratings
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products
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content

“using the web to generate and mobilize public evaluations”



• Long history of evaluation technologies: accounting, audit, polling,etc.

• Three interlocking claims about web-based reviews and ratings:

• A useful way of thinking about web-based feedback, but...

A new mode of social ordering?

accountability

transparency

participation

• feedback makes hidden 
qualities transparent

• better-informed decisions

web-based
evaluations

• publicity of evaluations 
holds targets to account

• ‘sousveillance’, social 
control

• capacity to involve a large 
number of people

• engagement, empowerment, 
giving a voice, scale



1. Users sometimes behave strangely

• Users as “configured” 
in the design of a 
system

• The ‘real’ user often 
behaves 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

• Who checks on the 
evaluators and holds 
them to account? And 
does this business ever 
stop?



To sum up

• In practice, many schemes defy the simple logic of the 
underlying models.

• Web-based evaluation is not just about ‘data’ and 
‘information’, but deeply embedded in social relations. 

• Qualities are never simply measured or described, but 
negotiated and performed in an ongoing process. 

• As a result, public evaluation is not innocent, but highly 
political – with sometimes devastating consequences for 
those reviewed, ranked and rated.



How’s my feedback?

• Tackle the puzzles through “knowledge exchange”: 
invitation to brainstorm, tinker and experiment

• Key question: 
      In view of recent concerns about online reviews and 
      ratings, can the idea of public evaluation be usefully 
      turned upon itself?

• Task: 
      Design a website prototype that allows people to publicly 
      evaluate web-based review and rating schemes.



For further information:

Web: http://www.howsmyfeedback.org/

Twitter: @howsmyfeedback

E-mail: info@howsmyfeedback.org

Saïd Business School
University of Oxford
Park End Street
Oxford
OX1 1HP

The project is funded by an ESRC Knowledge Exchange 
Small Grant (RES-192-22-0005).

http://www.howsmyfeedback.org/
http://www.howsmyfeedback.org/
http://www.esrcsocietytoday.ac.uk/ESRCInfoCentre/ViewAwardPage.aspx?data=%2fFrXHTl993pb3syEBjgB59u6wqm0j9%2bL8huGbVzAI5Xig5SFDF1K%2b8olBNAxcNrcA7UaEHYcMbuxvpg6fB5KmZdd%2fxerg3TrPMQSTwAbkSIpL26sdFAk5Ng9K5oqrsxGE8FW8FwpN%2fBN%2f%2f7R8YPnSUqTR6hjNb5qEEMaUviQ9H0%3d&xu=0
http://www.esrcsocietytoday.ac.uk/ESRCInfoCentre/ViewAwardPage.aspx?data=%2fFrXHTl993pb3syEBjgB59u6wqm0j9%2bL8huGbVzAI5Xig5SFDF1K%2b8olBNAxcNrcA7UaEHYcMbuxvpg6fB5KmZdd%2fxerg3TrPMQSTwAbkSIpL26sdFAk5Ng9K5oqrsxGE8FW8FwpN%2fBN%2f%2f7R8YPnSUqTR6hjNb5qEEMaUviQ9H0%3d&xu=0

