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Barad’s Agential Realism

• Inspired by Neils Bohr’s philosophy-physics  

• The instruments of measurement, and objects 
observed are part of the phenomenon under 
study 

• Specific arrangements of an experiment at a 
particular time and place give it meaning

• Results are not a mirror that reflects reality but 
are experienced through the instruments



Apparatus

• Apparatus are not static laboratory setups, but a 
dynamic set of open-ended boundary-making 
practices that configure the phenomenon under study

• Apparatus are the sociomaterial means available to 
constitute something as observable and meaningful

[[BaradBarad 2007]2007]



social media



• web-based 

• user-generated content

• peer to peer interaction

• open

• distributed

• multi-media

Social Media



TripAdvisor

• largest online travel community, with over 20 
million reviews on 1 million venues 

• award-winning website operates in 14 countries 
and 10 languages

• 30 million visitors/month

• travel is one of the world’s largest industries: 
11.7% of world GDP, 8% of employment 

• travellers report increasing influence of user 
reviews on travel decision making







Research Methods

• Drew on techniques of netnography (Kozinets, 
2002) 

• Analyzed reviews/rankings on TripAdvisor for two 
hotels in same region of the UK 

• Conducted site visits to the two hotels and 
interviewed the hotel managers

• Reviewed published materials on travel industry, 
hotel ranking schemes, and information about 
TripAdvisor



The Manor House and the Pub

• Both are small establishments that are privately 
owned and operated

• Cater to different clientele and have different 
price points

PubInnManorHouse

30 rooms; £140-£250 18 rooms; £95-£125



The Manor House and the Pub

• Both graded highly by established schemes of 
the AA, British Tourist Board, etc.  

• Standard criteria of operational issues and well-
defined types of facilities, services

• Inspectors grade hotels based on anonymous 
visits; also serve as consultants

• Schemes play a critical role in strategies and 
practices of small business owners



Our vision was that by 2010, we would become the 
best country manor hotel in England. … So, in 
order to become the best country manor hotel, what 
have we got to achieve?  So, we broke this down 
into a number of components.  One of which is to 
receive two rosettes from the AA.  And we got that 
one.  The next one is, we needed to achieve red 
stars, as opposed to black stars.  ... I’m that far 
away, that far away [gestures a small distance].

[Hotel Manager, [Hotel Manager, ManorHouseManorHouse]]



The Manor House and the Pub

• Recognized as different accommodation 
classes in established hotel grading schemes

• ManorHouse is listed under hotels

• PubInn is listed under pubs/inns

• Not configured as similar establishments or 
direct competitors by the apparatus of the AA 
and VisitBritain grading schemes



The Manor House and the Pub

• TripAdvisor reviews as of 15 April 2009
• 52 for ManorHouse

• 58 for PubInn

Number of Postings









TripAdvisor Rating Scheme

• Uses an algorithm that incorporates traveller 
reviews, guidebook entries, newspaper articles 
and other web content

• “Popularity Index”

Pure: Completely organic. No paid results influence rankings. 

Fresh: Constantly incorporates new information. 

Global: Reflects reviews from around the world. 

Unbiased: Based on the good and the bad! 

(http://www.tripadvisor.com/help/how_does_the_popularity_index_work)



The Manor House and the Pub

• On Popularity Index in TripAdvisor

• PubInn ranked #1 in region

• ManorHouse ranked #2 in region 

• Rendered as similar establishments and direct 
rivals through the TripAdvisor review platform 
and proprietary algorithm



TripAdvisor as Apparatus

• Reconfigures the nature of available knowledge 
about the hotels

• Redraws the boundaries of what counts and 
what is made to matter

• Has material consequences



Our traffic is so high now that we know, for 
better or for worse, we have a significant impact 
on where visitors are choosing to stay. We rate 
which hotels our travelers like the most. 
If you’re ranked first or you’re ranked 20th, the 
number of reservation calls or bookings you’re 
going to get is going to change.  When we 
changed our algorithm, it dropped [the rankings 
of] some hotels and raised others.  Our phones 
were ringing, because we had had a material 
effect on their businesses. 

[Stephen Kaufer, CEO TripAdvisor, 2007][Stephen Kaufer, CEO TripAdvisor, 2007]



TripAdvisor as Apparatus

• Perceived loss of control by hoteliers
But those opinions, which I consider to be too 
subjective, are on that website, for life.  Forever, 
they’re going to be on there, for anybody who 
wishes to see them. … If a report is contentious, 
then there should be a way [for] the hotel to speak 
to it:  “Look, I’m sorry, this report is not helpful.  
Not helpful, not only to me, but also not helpful to 
other readers of TripAdvisor.  Take it off.” But no, 
… I can place a response. That’s all I can do… It 
is very difficult to get them to take a review off. 

[Hotel Manager, ManorHouse][Hotel Manager, ManorHouse]



The TripAdvisor problem is very annoying… as you can’t actually ring 
them it is becoming increasingly difficult to solve the situation. It is the link 
to our page on their website which is incorrect, so this is something which 
they need to sort out. … But when you go onto their help section it is very 
confusing and when you email them you get no reply, etc., etc., etc.

[Hotel Manager, [Hotel Manager, ManorHouseManorHouse]]





TripAdvisor as Apparatus

• Perceived sense of unfairness by hoteliers

I have a suspicion regarding these user-generated content 
travel sites … TripAdvisor’s answer is “Well, you know, with 
hundreds of reviews out there, if someone’s putting five or six 
phony reviews, it’s not going to affect things very much.” Well, 
there’s a couple flaws in that logic … three or four could be 
10% or 20% of the reviews. … So all it takes is two or three to 
rate you poorly.  … I mean I have not done the math, but just a 
small number of negatives will move you down from 4.8 to a 
4.6. 

[Hotel Manager, ManorHouse][Hotel Manager, ManorHouse]





Theoretical Implications

• Specific arrangement of sociomateriality makes a difference 
to the nature of knowledge produced

• Insights into boundary-making practices and reconfiguration 
of phenomena 

• Apparatus of AA and TripAdvisor ratings produce subtle 
differences in nature of knowledge about travel phenomena

• AA scheme entails long, close relations between hoteliers and 
inspectors with specific expertise in standardized operational 
criteria and types of facilities

• TripAdvisor encompasses multiple situated accounts that entail 
highly personalized engagements with the experience of travel


